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This study aims to capture how left-behind children in China experience their life with 
their parents’ migration and how they exercise agency to negotiate with structural and 
cultural contexts when living under these circumstances. The fieldwork was conducted 
in a middle school in a rural region of the inland province Hunan, with the data mainly 
being obtained from in-depth interviews with 16 focal left-behind children. An 
integrative theoretical framework is proposed to explain the dynamic process of living 
with parents’ migration by explicating the interaction between structure, culture, and 
agency. 
The research findings indicate that the left-behind children’s experiences can be 
conceptualised as “ambivalence” in that they incorporate simultaneous existence of 
opposing emotions towards their parents’ migration. Such experiences are grounded in 
the structural and cultural contexts associated with migration on the one hand, and on 
the other, provide the driving impetus for children to reproduce and/or transform their 
structural and cultural contexts by adopting agentic strategies either more engaged with 
the present or more directed towards the future.   
An integrated theoretical framework has been developed to capture a dynamic 
understanding of left-behind children, wherein ambivalence is proposed to act as a 
bridging concept to link agency with structure and culture. This framework challenges 
the univalent orientations in conceptualising agency as rational choice or resistance and 
emphasises the mutual sustaining relationships between culture and structure, which 
could contribute to the debates in the sociology of childhood field by advancing 
theoretical integration so as to transcend the agency/structure dichotomy. By 
highlighting left-behind children’s ambivalent experiences, this research further 
contributes to the literature that challenges the image of passive victims attributed to 
them, and adds to the knowledge on how to address their needs as well as to facilitate 
their exercising of agency, which can inform related policy and service provision. 
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Chapter I Introduction 
Left-behind children have increasingly raised public concern and been the subject of 
research interest as unprecedented large scale rural to urban migration in China has 
meant their number has increased exponentially in recent decades (All-China Women’s 
Federation, 2013; Duan, Lu, Guo, & Wang, 2013; Tan, 2011; Ye & Pan, 2011; Ye, Wang, 
Wu, He, & Liu, 2013). The majority of pertinent extant studies, have, however, tended 
to focus on the problems related to left-behind children or discussed them in terms of 
their being subject to the impact of their parents’ migration. Moreover, there are very 
few studies that address these children’s own experiences of being left behind in terms 
of their agency in dealing with their parents’ migration and those that have have tended 
to be descriptive rather than systematic. Therefore, the aim of this study is to investigate 
the dynamics of how left-behind children experience life from their own perspectives 
and how they exercise agency to negotiate structural and cultural contexts while living 
with their parents’ migration.   
 
1.1. Background  
Within the broader context of globalization, the uneven development of urbanization 
and industrialization across the world has resulted in the emergence of inequalities 
between countries and also between regions within a single country. Consequently, vast 
numbers of workers, amongst them many parents, have chosen to migrate from 
developing to more developed regions for better job opportunities (Cortes, 2008; Yeoh 
& Lam, 2007). However, owing to economic constraints and policy barriers, few can 
migrate together with their family members, and thus large numbers of children have 
been left in their hometowns (Asis, 2006; Bryant, 2005; Duan et al., 2013; Kandel & 
Kao, 2001; Lu, 2014; Yeoh & Lam, 2007). It is in this sense that this group of children 
has been given the label “left-behind children”. Their special circumstances have 
prompted widespread social concern regarding their wellbeing and researchers have 
been urged to improve knowledge regarding this specific population of children, so as 
to provide a more robust basis for the design and implementation of relevant policies 
(Bryant, 2005; Cortes, 2008; de la Garza, 2010). 
In particular, data for 2010 shows that China hosts a population of approximately 61 
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million left-behind children who have one or both of their parents migrating out, which 
can be predominantly attributed to internal rural to urban migration due to unbalanced 
regional development (Duan et al., 2013). To some extent, these migrant workers and 
their children are comparable to their counterparts in international migration contexts, 
in that the rural-urban bifurcation is underpinned by a series of institutionalized 
arrangements which deprive migrants of full citizenship in their host cities and restrict 
their access to the related public services and social benefits (Chan, 2009; Kandel & 
Kao, 2001; Lu, 2012; Wen & Lin, 2012; Yeoh & Lam, 2007). 
With regards to research in both the international and the Chinese rural-urban migration 
contexts, the focus of investigation has been greatly influenced by the view that left-
behind children can be adversely affected by the migration of their parents (Bryant, 
2005; Cortes, 2008; Duan & Yang, 2008; Yeoh & Lam, 2007). Although the research 
findings present a mixed and inconclusive picture regarding the negative influences on 
children’s mental health, educational achievement and social behaviour, at the heart of 
the debate remains the detrimental impact of parents’ migration on these children (Duan 
& Yang, 2008; Fan & Sang, 2005; Jones & Kittisuksathit, 2003; Pottinger, 2005). With 
so much attention being paid to the negative aspects, the circumstances of left-behind 
children tend to be interpreted as being problematic, with this being clearly evident in 
the accounts of academics, government and the mass media in contemporary China 
(All-China Women’s Federation, 2013; “Boy’s death highlights tragedy of China’s left-
behind children”, 2014; “Heartbreaking partings for ‘left-behind children’”, 2014; 
“‘Left-behind’ children pains China”, 2014; Tan, 2011; Y. Wu, 2013; Zhou & Duan, 
2006).  
The focus on the impact of parents’ migration also leads to left-behind children’s agency 
being overlooked, in that they are usually regarded as passive recipients of 
environmental influences (Tan, 2011; Ye & Wang, 2006; Zhou & Duan, 2006). 
Consequently, children’s experiences have not been sufficiently addressed in terms of 
both research and intervention strategies (Toyota, Yeoh & Nguyen, 2007), with more 
attention having been directed to specifying the variables representing their attributes 
and outcomes rather than consideration of the whole person who is capable of acting 
with agency.  
It is worth mentioning that there is a growing body of work that seeks to capture 
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children’s own perceptions and their exercise of agency, as informed by the sociology 
of childhood which stresses children’s voices, experiences and agency (Asis, 2006; 
Dreby, 2007, 2010; Hoang & Yeoh, 2014; Murphy, 2014; Olwig, 1999; Orellana, 
Thorne, Chee & Lam, 2001; Zhang, 2013). However, these studies mainly focus on 
purpose and intention when conceptualizing agency and do not systematically address 
its dynamic interplay with structural and cultural contexts. Given this limitation, this 
researcher draws on social theory debates regarding agency, culture and structure to 
locate children’s experiences within the interactive processes in which they exercise 
agency to negotiate with social and cultural contexts. Hence the research questions for 
this study are formulated as follows: 
1. How do left-behind children experience their life with their parents’ migration? 
2. How do children practice agency to interact with structure and culture when living 
with their parents’ migration?  
A qualitative approach has been adopted to address these research questions that stress 
children’s points of view within dynamic social and cultural contexts (Creswell, 2007; 
Denzin & Lincoln, 2000). A middle school in a rural region of the inland province of 
Hunan has been chosen as the location for my fieldwork. The data collected from in-
depth interviews with 16 left-behind children serve as the main source of data for 
analysis, with participant observations, focus groups and documents as well as official 
records providing further contextual information.  
 
1.2. Contribution to Knowledge  
By elaborating on left-behind children’s experiences with parents’ migration through 
their own perspectives, and explicating their strategies of action in response to this 
regarding the dynamic interplay between agency, structure and culture, this research 
contributes by:  
1. Shedding light on left-behind children’s diverse and often conflicting experiences 
as well as demonstrating their agentic engagement with evolving situations, thereby 
challenging the attribution that they are passive victims; 
2. Building knowledge regarding how to address left-behind children’s needs and to 
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facilitate their exercising of agency that can inform policy and service provision 
targeted at these children and their families in China; 
3. Proposing “ambivalence” as a core construct to capture a dynamic understanding 
of left-behind children and incorporating it into a framework, where it serves to 
link agency with structure / culture, thereby advancing theoretical integration.  
 
1.3. Organization of Chapters 
This chapter opens the thesis by introducing this research in general. In chapter two I 
set left-behind children in the broader context of globalization, make a critical review 
of the literature pertaining to this population in both international migration and Chinese 
internal migration settings, and identify the research gaps. The third chapter presents a 
theoretical framework integrating agency, structure and culture to capture children’s 
experiences and agency. The rationale for my qualitative research design, the process 
of data collection and analysis, along with the particular ethical issues concerning 
research with children are presented in chapter four.  
The next three chapters form the main body of the research findings. Chapter five 
unfolds the themes of “money” and “love” emerging from children’s narratives. It 
depicts their struggles between the material benefits and emotional loss caused by their 
parents’ migration. In chapter six the mixed feelings of “lonely” and “free” among left-
behind children are captured. Next, in chapter seven the complexities regarding the 
children’s experiences of “here”, the rural hometown, and “there”, their parents’ work 
town and how these shape their current life and aspirations for the future are explored. 
In addition, the various strategies of action that the children adopt to deal with each 
dilemma are analysed by locating them in the dynamic interplay among structure, 
culture and agency in each of these three chapters. 
The concluding chapter presents a synthesis of the main findings of this research and 
proposes an integrated framework for capturing left-behind children’s experiences, with 
“ambivalence” serving as a core construct to link agency with structure / culture.  In 
addition, implications for policy and practice, the limitations of this research and 
recommendations for future studies are presented. 
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Chapter II Mapping Left-behind Children in the 
Global and Chinese Contexts 
Left-behind children have become a worldwide concern with the phenomenon emerging 
alongside unprecedented trends in migration that have occurred during the processes of 
globalization, urbanization and industrialization. That is, as parents migrate from 
developing to more developed areas to pursue better opportunities, a large number of 
children have been left under the care of one parent, extended family members or friends 
(Antman, 2011; Asis, 2006; Bryant, 2005; Cortes, 2008; Graham & Jordan, 2011; Yeoh 
& Lam, 2007). Consequently, publicly shared anxieties have focused on the possibility 
that these children can be negatively affected by such family separation (All-China 
Women’s Federation, 2013; Cortes, 2008; Parreñas, 2005). Extensive research has been 
conducted to examine the economic, social and emotional impact of migration on such 
children (Cortes, 2008; Kandal & Kao, 2001; Lu, 2012, 2014). Moreover, there is a 
growing body of work that seeks to capture these children’s own perception and exercise 
of agency (Artico, 2003; Asis, 2006; Dreby, 2007; Hoang & Yeoh, 2014; Murphy, 2014; 
Olwig, 1999; Orellana et al., 2001). These works provide useful insights with respect to 
understanding the experiences and circumstances of children left behind in China.  
In the case of China, the issue of left behind children is usually associated with internal 
migration. This is not only the outcome of globalization and industrialization, but has 
also been shaped profoundly by China’s institutionalized rural-urban bifurcation (Lu, 
2012; Xiang, 2007). Given this, to gain insight into such children’s situations, it may be 
necessary to take into consideration the specific features of China’s social, economic, 
political and cultural contexts (Duan et al., 2013; Duan & Yang, 2008; Tan, 2011; Xiang, 
2007). Therefore, this chapter aims to capture the characteristics of left-behind children 
in the broader contexts of international migration, and the specific setting of Chinese 
internal rural-urban migration.  
 
2.1. Globalization, Migration and Left-behind Children 
2.1.1. Globalization, migration and family separation 
It is proposed that accelerating rates of globalization reinforce labour migration flows. 
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This is owing to it increasing the inequalities existing between nations and/or regions, 
and sustaining the growing demand for low-skilled, low-paid labour in industrialized 
regions as well as the large pool of potentially mobile labour found in developing areas 
(Simmons, 2005). This migration reflects the nature of the global political economy, i.e. 
the uneven development that can be observed between developed and developing 
countries and between urban and rural areas. Further, it has been estimated that the total 
number of international migrants increased considerably over recent years from 175 
million in 2000, to 232 million in 2013 (United Nation, Department of Economic and 
Social Affairs (UNDESA), 2013). This comprised 3.2% of the world population in 2013, 
with the majority being labour flowing from developing to developed countries 
(UNDESA, 2013). 
It is against the backdrop of this imbalanced structure that individuals choose to move 
to developed nations for better job opportunities. However, a large number of migrants 
when they arrive in receiving communities actually live on the fringes of society, as 
they are faced with low wages, unsecured contracts, little personal time and demands 
for high levels of flexibility from their employers (Bryant, 2005; Cortes, 2008). The 
development of restrictive immigration policies can further jeopardize their situation as 
migrants often have to accept temporary visas or may even remain undocumented. 
Given these circumstances, they are also vulnerable to being “trafficked” and exploited 
through exposure to dangerous working conditions without access to social benefits 
(Simmons, 2005). Considering these difficulties, uncertainties and constraints 
associated with the process of migration, most potential workers choose to leave their 
family members and children in their hometown when they themselves take up 
temporary work in distant places, with the intention of sending back remittances to 
support those left behind (Falicov, 2007; Levitt & Jaworsky, 2007). In this sense, the 
decision to undertake migration is not made simply for individual interests, but rather, 
is a household strategy based on the goal to reduce economic risks and maximise 
economic welfare at the household level (Stark & Bloom, 1985). 
For a considerable length of time, much of the literature on migration has been 
dominated by discussion of remittances, poverty relief and household welfare (Adams 
& Page, 2005; James, 1991; Russel, 1986; Stark & Lucas, 1988). In recent years, the 
social and emotional impact of migration on the left behind has attracted extensive 
research interest (Antman, 2012; Asis, 2006; Bryant, 2005; Cortes, 2008; Graham & 
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Jordan, 2011; Kandal & Kao, 2001; Lu, 2012), yet their lived experiences have not been 
sufficiently addressed in the extant literature. As Toyota, Yoeh, and Nguyen (2007) 
proposed, we should: bring the left behind to the centre of migration research and, in so 
doing, re-examine the complex relationship between migration and those left behind, 
i.e. the “migration-left behind nexus”. In addition, research needs to be carried out in 
order to understand the dynamics and experiences of the lives of the left behind. More 
specifically, amongst family members who are left behind, children are attracting 
increasing levels of academic research interest (Atico, 2003; Dreby, 2010; Hadi, 1999). 
According to some rather incomplete data collected from different resources, around 
the developing world, such as in the Philippines, Indonesia, Thailand, Sri Lanka, 
Mexico, Ecuador, South Africa, and Moldova, there are millions of left-behind children 
living apart from one or both parents (Bennett, Hosegood, Newell, McGrath, 2014; 
Bryant, 2005; Cortes, 2008; Latapí, 2009; Lu, 2014; Reyes, 2007; Save the Children, 
2006). This situation has stimulated worries that the well-being of these children may 
be jeopardized by family disruption (Bryant, 2005; Cortes, 2008; Hoang, Lam, Yeoh, & 
Graham, 2014).  
2.1.2. Conceptualizing left-behind children 
The term left-behind children generally refers to those young people living in their 
hometown with one or both parents migrating to other places for work for an extended 
time period (Bryant, 2005; Cortes, 2008; Reyes, 2008; Yeoh & Lam, 2007). According 
to the existing literature, their typical living situation involves being: cared for by the 
one left-behind parent or other extended family members, supported by remittances 
from the migrant parent(s), connected with the absent parent through letters, parcels, 
the telephone and internet, as well as their waiting for family reunification either back 
in the hometown or at the parents’ adopted place of work (Olwig, 1993; 1999; Orellana 
et al., 2001; Philpott, 1973; Reyes, 2007).  
There is widespread public concern that left-behind children can suffer socially and 
psychologically from family separation as informed by attachment theory, object 
relation theory, and related studies on children experiencing divorce, abandonment, and 
parental death (Amato & Cheadle, 2005; Falicov, 2007; Graham & Jordan, 2011; 
McLanahan & Sandefur, 1994; Potter, 2010), which have indicated that parent-child 
separation can have adverse effects on children’s education and mental health. However, 
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the distinct feature that differentiates left-behind children from those who have been 
separated from parents for the reasons listed above, is that separation owing to migration 
does not mean the breakup of family relationships. Instead, migration is intended 
primarily for improving the welfare of the whole family, mostly in economic terms, and 
family reunification is expected to happen in the future (Bryant, 2005; Cortes, 2008). 
Therefore, the migration of parents is often regarded as entailing economic benefits, 
improved life opportunities and hope for the future (Yeoh & Lam, 2007).  
Furthermore, the conceptualisation of left-behind children needs to be located in local 
contexts. Although western culture has a powerful influence over the world, developing 
areas, including countries as diverse as Mexico, South Africa, the Philippines, Ghana, 
Romania, and China that host left-behind children are very divergent in terms of their 
social, economic and cultural dimensions (Benett et al., 2014; Botezat & Pfeiffer, 2014; 
Bryant, 2005; Coe, 2012; Cortes, 2008; Duan & Yang, 2008). Thus, it is to be expected 
that perceptions regarding left-behind children vary across different cultures and are 
closely related to the definitions of childhood, the concept of the family and the notion 
of migration, as well as other conditions in the sending and receiving communities. For 
example, the expression left-behind children in English is underpinned by very specific 
cultural assumptions. That is, by using a passive form of the verb “leave”, the term 
implies that the children are passive recipients of parents’ migration choices with the 
combination of “left” and “behind” defining the status of the children in relation to those 
individuals who have moved away (i.e. the migrants). The implicit belief is that those 
left-behind should be taken with their parents during migration and a normal family 
should be nuclear and, most importantly, living together (Xiang, 2007). By contrast, in 
Chinese, the expression for left-behind is “liu shou”, and it carries quite different 
meanings and expectations, for it not only has the meaning of being left in the hometown, 
but also connotes to “stay and hold the fort” (Xiang, 2007). It implies that migrants 
along with their family members are not accepted as regular members of the community 
in the adopted city and should, eventually, return to their hometowns.  
Moreover, it should be noted that for the children of migrants, the separation and 
reunification processes are rather complex and dynamic (Suårez-Orozco, Todorova, & 
Louie, 2002). Indeed, many children’s statuses can change between periods spent in 
leading lives left behind to that of migration together with their parents and therefore, 
no single term, neither that of left-behind nor that of “liu shou”, can capture fully such 
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fluid experiences (Orellana, Thorne, Chee, & Lam, 2001). Nonetheless, to be consistent 
with the academy in this research area, the familiar and more established term of left-
behind children is used. 
 
2.2. Studies on Left-behind Children: International Migration 
2.2.1. Cost-benefit analysis as the dominant paradigm 
Cost-benefit analysis is the dominant paradigm used for studying left-behind children 
in the contexts of international migration, which focuses on the impact of parental 
migration and tends to treat such children as passive objects or dependants of migrant 
parents (Dobson, 2009; Lu, 2014; Orellana et al., 2001; Reyes, 2007). An earlier wave 
of research primarily addressed issues concerning the benefits of remittances on 
children’s well-being (Adams & Page, 2005; James, 1991, Russel, 1986; Stark & Lucas, 
1988). Regarding which, many researchers have claimed that remittances can improve 
the financial situation of the whole family with extra money being available for 
expenditure on daily consumption, housing, health care and education costs (James, 
1991, Russel, 1986; Stark & Lucas, 1988). As for left-behind children, these beneficial 
impacts have been linked to their positive educational and health outcomes. Studies 
carried out in Mexico, El Salvador, Pakistan and Sri Lanka revealed that children from 
remittance-receiving families experience lower school drop-out rates than those from 
other families, because remittances can relieve household budget constraints that 
prevent children from continuing their schooling (de la Garza, 2010; Kandel & Kao, 
2001; Lahaie, Hayes, Piper, & Heymann, 2009; Mansuri, 2006; Scalabrini Migration 
Center, 2004). Moreover, by allowing additional consumption of educational goods and 
reducing the need for child labour, remittances can positively affect the levels of 
educational attainment (Arguillas & Williams, 2010; Kandel & Kao, 2001). Children 
left behind in the Philippines, Albania and Moldova were found to not only achieve 
better academic results, but also participated more in academic organizations and extra-
curricular activities (Arguillas & Williams, 2010; de la Garza, 2010; Edillon 2008). 
Further, a positive correlation between remittances and health status has been 
documented. For instance, Frank and Hummer (2002) reported that children born to 
remittance receiving households in Mexico were less likely to be exposed to health risks 
at birth. Similarly, Hildebrant and McKenzie (2005) revealed that remittances from 
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Mexican immigrants in the United States improved children’s health outcomes, 
whereby lower rates of infant mortality and higher birth weights were found among 
their left-behind children.  
However, not all left-behind children appear to benefit from their parents’ remittances, 
because migration related debts or the paucity of the money sent home might result in 
a family having less money than before, and thus a child’s life could be made even 
harder (Simth-Estelle & Gruksin, 2003). Moreover, putting the emphasis on economic 
factors may serve to over-simplify the effects of migration as well as to under-estimate 
the costs that migration could impose on the overall wellbeing of left-behind children 
(Cortes, 2008). With regards to this, a significant body of literature has focused on the 
social and psychological costs for children of living with parental migration, but to date, 
the research findings are rather contradictory and inconclusive (Battistella & Conaco, 
1998; Bryant, 2005; Choe, Hatmaddji, Podhisita, Raymundo, & Thapa, 2004; Cortes, 
2008).  
Turning to education, in spite of the positive effects recorded in the remittance-based 
research mentioned above, negative educational outcomes for left-behind children, such 
as: higher dropout rates, worse academic performance and lower aspiration for higher 
education, have been documented in the outcomes of extensive studies in Mexico, 
Ecuador, Moldova, Thailand, and Albania (Chiquiar & Hanson, 2005; Cortes, 2008; 
Giannelli & Mangiavacchi, 2010; Jampaklay, 2006; Kandel & Kao, 2001; McKenzie & 
Rapoport, 2011; Nobles, 2013). More specifically, factors including: lack of parental 
supervision and monitoring, increased levels of household responsibilities, length of 
separation, mother’s migration, and children’s negative reactions to parents’ migration 
were identified as accounting for the children’s poor academic performance and school 
attendance (Cortes, 2008, 2013; Jampaklay, 2006; Pottinger, 2005). Kandel (2003) 
posited that the children’s poor motivation to engage with education could be explained 
by the alternative route to economic mobility offered by migration coupled with the 
relatively low returns to local higher education that migrants experience in the receiving 
countries leading to the children perceiving a depreciation in the value of education. In 
addition, the absence of individuals who can provide powerful role models in the 
hometown community further narrows the children’s horizons, resulting in them 




Research outcomes on the mental health of left-behind children also present a mixed 
picture, with feelings of fear, anger, resentment, sadness, depression, rejection, 
abandonment and loss having been observed by researchers in the Philippines, 
Nicaragua and Jamaica (D’ Emilio, Cordero, Bainvel, Skoog, Comini, & Gough, 2007; 
Jones, Sharpe, & Sogren, 2004; Parreñas, 2005; Pottinger, 2005). Risk factors for 
mental health problems identified in the literature include: their receiving inadequate 
preparation for separation, changes in those appointed to look after them, children’s 
negative reactions to parents’ migration, being exposed to violence in the home and/or 
the community, being of an older age when left behind as well as lengthy periods of 
parental absence (Pottinger, 2005; Smith, Lalonde, & Johnson, 2004). However, studies 
of school children in the Philippines found little or no evidence that children of migrants 
suffered greater psychological problems, on average, than the children of non-migrants 
(Battistella & Conaco, 1998; Graham & Jordan, 2011; Scalabrini Migration Center, 
2004). This could be put down to there being a culture of migration such that in some 
communities parents’ migration has been normalized and modern communication 
systems effectively facilitate parent-child relationships (Graham & Jordan, 2011). 
Another possible reason is that the support from the extended family offsets the negative 
impact of parental absence (Bryant, 2005). 
In the research evidence no consensus has been reached regarding the issue of such 
children’s tendency to adopt risk-taking behaviours. For instance, work carried out in 
Mexico found that problems associated with drug and alcohol abuse were greater for 
adolescents with migrant fathers (Cortes, 2008). From the other side, results from the 
1994 Family and Youth Survey held in Thailand showed that having both parents 
present in the household while children are growing up reduces the probability that an 
adolescent (young people aged between 15 and 19) would smoke, drink alcohol, or have 
premarital sex (Choe et al., 2004). The conduct problems of left-behind children have 
also been reported in Moldova (Vanore, Mazzucato, & Siegel, 2014). However, the 
findings of other investigations based in Indonesia, Thailand and the Philippines 
reported that having migrant parent(s) makes no difference regarding the probability of 
children engaging in problem behaviours (Asis, 2006; Choe et al., 2004; Jones & 
Kittisuksathit, 2003). 
Contradictory results also emerge in the research concerning the issues of abuse and 
neglect. Some researchers revealed that migration significantly increases the risk of 
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children being subjected to these (Cortes, 2008; Crawford-Brown, 1993; Yeoh & Lam, 
2007). In these circumstances, the migration of mothers, rather than that of fathers, was 
found to be much more significant regarding children being physically and/or sexually 
abused (Crawford-Brown, 1993). Moreover, the emigration of social elites from the 
home community is offered as an explanation for children being at risk, because their 
absence decreases the community’s capacity to protect and nurture its children (Cortes, 
2008; Naw, 2007; Yeoh & Lam, 2007). In contrast, a 2003 school-based study in the 
Philippines found no significant difference between the children of migrants and those 
of non-migrants in terms of reports of verbal, physical, or sexual abuse (Scalabrini 
Migration Center, 2004). 
In sum, the extant academic research provides a mixed and inconclusive picture 
regarding the costs and benefits that parental migration brings to left-behind children. 
Although variations regarding the methodological approaches, the research sites, 
sampling strategies and instruments may partly explain the evident inconsistencies in 
study outcomes, the complex impact that parents’ migration can incur on left-behind 
children should be acknowledged. That is, whilst left-behind children may gain 
resources from their parents’ migration, at the same time they can face many challenges 
from their absence, including: emotional distance with migrant parents, lack of 
supervision and care, and increased levels of household responsibilities. Moreover, the 
prevailing structural and cultural contexts of migration and being left behind as well as 
the children’s own actions can have significant mediating impact upon the social and 
psychological outcomes of these children (Graham & Jordan, 2011; Hoang & Yeoh, 
2014; Lu, 2014; Mazzucato, Cebotari, Veale, White, Grassi, & Vivet, 2014). In the 
literature reviewed above, effects such as: the importance of members of the extended 
family, the normalization of migration in the home community and children’s negative 
reactions to parents’ migration have been identified. It has to be noted, however, that 
much research to date has relied on deploying standardized research instruments 
developed in the contexts of western countries, which may have inhibited scholars from 
achieving a more contextualized understanding of the phenomenon of interest. In 
particular, the opinions of adults have been used widely when investigators are 
assessing children’s situations and outcomes and as a result, the child’s perspective has 
not been sufficiently addressed. 
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2.2.2. Children’s perspectives  
An alternative paradigm is one that seeks to capture children’s own perceptions and 
constructions of living with their parents’ migration, which draws on recent sociological 
theorising of childhood that regards them as autonomous social actors (Asis, 2006; 
Dreby, 2007, 2010; Hoang & Yeoh, 2014; Olwig, 1999; Orellana et al., 2001; Parreñas, 
2005). Proponents of this paradigm argue that the children’s experiences and actions 
should be brought fully into the study of the left-behind as their world is partly created 
by themselves and thus, must be understood from their own perspectives (Dreby, 2010; 
Hoang & Yeoh, 2014).  
In line with this view, Olwig (1999) examined four life stories of left-behind children 
living with grandparents in Caribbean families. This scholar revealed that, in the 
children’s eyes, remittances are not just money but represent the strong economic and 
social presence of the migrant parents, which supports them as valued family members 
and affords them respect from the extended family. Moreover, from the remittances 
they can feel emotional support from their parents, feel they are loved and cared for, 
and can believe that their parents are working away from home for their benefit (Olwig, 
1999). The author further contends it is the personal loyalty and family obligations 
entailed in such parents-child connectedness that enable these children to construct their 
home despite the physical separation across national borders (Olwig, 1999).  
Dreby’s (2010) ethnography in Mexico demonstrated that left-behind children were not 
powerless in their families, even though they suffered from parental migration. By 
presenting negative emotional and behavioural reactions towards migrant parents, these 
children could exert pressure on their parents to adjust the family’s migration 
trajectories, such as return home more frequently, put more resources into their 
children’s education, or sponsor their migration. Consequently, the researcher 
concluded that separation from parents could magnify children’s power towards their 
migrant parents and enable them to wield more influence upon the family’s decision 
making (Dreby, 2010). 
In the context of the Philippines, Parreñas (2005) revealed how left-behind children 
experience their lives in transnational families was deeply influenced by the 
conventional gender division of labour between the father and mother. Children from 
father migrating families were more likely to accept their fathers migrating to fulfil the 
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role of breadwinner, and the problems they reported were mostly about social 
discomfort and emotional gap. In contrast, children from mother away families usually 
struggled to recognise the economic contribution of their mothers, and tended to blame 
them for the insufficient care they provided, claiming that they had been abandoned. 
Another study conducted in the Philippines by Asis (2006) reported that left-behind 
children have their own perceptions about parents’ migration, for example, they could 
see it as providing an escape from parental control and that they could grow from such 
experiences. That is, they could seek social support, take responsibility and resolve their 
own problems in their own ways so as to make sense of the challenges and opportunities 
brought about by parental migration.  
Moreover, there is a qualitative study conducted in Vietnam that has examined the left-
behind children’s agentic engagement in the process of migration decision making and 
transnational communication in terms of how they imagine and construct parental 
migration (Hoang & Yeoh, 2014). The authors contend that children are constantly 
making meaning of and negotiating with both the macro and local socioeconomic 
contexts. In so doing, although they have avoided over emphasising agency by shedding 
light on the constraints of structure, their approach has resulted in a dualism that regards 
the contexts as contradictions of agency. 
In sum, these studies provide an alternative perspective with respect to how left-behind 
children experience and deal with parents’ migration, with the emphasis being placed 
on the children’s constructions and narratives in the processes of being left behind. 
However, a clearer theoretical framework needs to be developed beyond these 
descriptive accounts to allow for further analysis of left-behind children’s experiences. 
Moreover, it must be acknowledged that the children’s narratives are embedded in their 
cultural contexts and thus more cultural sensitivity is needed in such research 
endeavours.  
 
2.3. Left-behind Children: Chinese Rural-urban Migration  
China has experienced highly centralized economic, social and political systems since 
1949. In the late 1970s, economic reforms were initiated, with the target of building a 
market-oriented economy and reintegrating the country into the global economic system. 
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Thereafter, capital investments from wealthy industrialized countries flowed in to make 
China the new manufacturing centre of the world (Chan, 2009). Consequently, a large 
number of low-skilled jobs have been created in the cities and migrant workers from 
underdeveloped rural areas provide the main source of human resources needed to fill 
these positions (Hare, 2002). This process has resulted in millions of children being left 
behind in rural hometowns with one or both parents working in the more developed 
cities. 
2.3.1. Chinese rural-urban migration  
Rural-urban migration has been strictly constrained in the People’s Republic of China 
since the 1950s. The Hukou (household registration) system is the main mechanism 
used to control residents’ free movement and was established to serve the needs of the 
highly centralized political and economic system by registering every person in his/her 
place of residency, further facilitating the government’s control over society (Chan & 
Zhang, 1999). According to this system, any person wanting to live outside their 
registered local area must seek approval from their home local authorities and those at 
their intended destination.  
Under the hukou system, the place of residency is divided into two distinct categories: 
urban and rural. This was deliberately designed in 1958 to support the Big Push 
industrialization programme that extracted resources from agricultural sectors in order 
to subsidize industrial sectors that were mostly located in the cities (Chan, 2009). Living 
in the priority cities, residents with urban hukou registration were entitled to basic social 
welfare and subsidies, such as: waged employment, medical care, pensions and housing 
(Chan & Zhang, 1999). By contrast, the rural population, approximately 85% of the 
whole population, were excluded from state-supplied welfare and limited to working in 
agriculture sectors so that they could produce low priced food and materials for industry 
(Chan, 2009).    
Until the economic reforms carried out in the late 1970s, mobility in China had been 
very tightly controlled. Under this arrangement, there were very few people that lived 
outside their place of residency (Chan, 2009), and rural-urban migration was the 
exception and not the rule (Zhao & Liu, 1997). As a result, a deep urban-rural chasm 
was generated and has become a major divide in China’s social stratification, with most 
of the low-income population residing in the rural areas (Chan, 2009).  
 22 
 
In the late 1970s, as market-led economic reform was initiated, strict control over 
internal migration was gradually relaxed. Some rural residents were allowed to migrate 
to cities for employment with the stipulation that they presented valid IDs and the 
required certificates (Yang, 1993). Yet, the rural migrant workers were not allowed to 
register in the hukou system of their place of work and their access to related welfare 
and services was restricted. In spite of this, the large discrepancies between rural and 
urban incomes and the lack of work opportunities in rural areas still exerted push and 
pull influences, which encouraged workers to move from rural areas to the cities (Hare, 
1999; Zhang & Song, 2003). 
Figure 1. The trend of rural to urban migration in China  
 
Source: data from 1980 to 2000 (He, 2007, p. 133); data from 2008 to 2013 (National 
Bureau of Statistics, 2014).  
Figure 1, drawing on data from three national censuses held in 1982, 1990, and 2000, 
the “China One Percent Population Sample Survey” held in 1995 (cited from He, 2007, 
p. 133), and the “China Migrant Worker Monitoring Report” of 2013 (National Bureau 
of Statistics, 2014), shows that the level of rural-urban migration has increased 
exponentially over this period. The first census in 1982 reported that there were around 
7 million rural migrants, and by 1990, the number had reached nearly 22 million. This 
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had doubled by 1995 to 54 million, while the 2000 census witnessed another major 
increase to 79 million. The “China Migrant Worker Monitoring Report” of 2013 showed 
that from 2008 to 2013 the number had climbed from 140 million to 166 million 
(National Bureau of Statistics, 2014).  
Most migrant workers are young, work in the private sector, have jobs in factories or 
service industries and receive lower incomes than many urban residents (National 
Bureau of Statistics, 2014; Wong, Chang & He, 2007). Without registration in the local 
hukou, they generally live a marginalized life in the cities, as they are not entitled to 
permanent residency rights or many of the associated social benefits, including public 
housing, medical care and social insurance (Hare, 2002; Wong et al., 2007; Solinger, 
1999; Zhao, 1999, 2002).  
Accordingly, the children of rural migrants are denied rights to access education and 
health services on a par with their urban counterparts, because of their rural hukou status 
that they have inherited from their rural parents. In general, considerably more effort 
and money are needed for a rural migrant parent to bring up a child in the city, with 
higher educational costs in destination communities being the prime reason for leaving 
children behind in the hometown (Duan, Yang, & Wang, 2005). Additional reasons cited 
for leaving children behind include: the higher living costs in cities, no spare time for 
carrying out parental care duties, the floating status of the parents, and children’s poor 
adaptation to city life (Duan et al,, 2005). Moreover, as the forms of the National 
College Entrance Examination (NCEE) vary among the different provinces, even those 
children who have migrated with their parents have to return to their registered place of 
residency before starting high school so as to get accustomed to the different school 
curriculum (Liu, 2013; Ye, Murray, & Wang 2005). 
In recent years, the Chinese government has launched a series of public policy actions 
to improve the welfare of rural migrants, including: regulating labour contracts and 
minimum pay, providing training and employment services, enlarging social security 
coverage, extending urban public services, and conditionally allowing rural migrants to 
register under urban hukou in middle and small scale cities (Wang, 2008). As far as 
migrant children are concerned, after 2001 they were guaranteed access to compulsory 
education (lasting for nine years) in receiving destinations, although sometimes extra 
fees were required, but since the New Compulsory Education Law was passed in 2006 
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they have enjoyed free compulsory education (Wang, 2008). The strictly controlled high 
education admissions policy has also been relaxed since 2013 to allow children of 
migrants to attend the NCEE in their host cities (“National College Entrance 
Examination Reform”, 2014). There remain, however, many obstacles in policy 
implementation, as most local governments have set restrictive regulations on these 
children’s entry qualifications, especially in large cities (“National College Entrance 
Examination Reform”, 2014).  
In spite of these improvements, there has been no substantial change in the hukou 
system in large cities (Chan & Buckingham, 2008). In fact, policy issued by the central 
government in 2014 is aimed at strictly controlling the population in large cities (Yan, 
2014) by making permanent residency in these cities much more difficult, especially for 
people working with low profile jobs. Therefore, rural migrants still have little chance 
to possess local hukou even after years of working and residing in large cities. To some 
extent, they are deprived of their citizenship by the hukou system, even if they are 
citizens of the country (Chan, 2009). Such institutional arrangements still prevent 
parents from settling down in host cities with their children, especially in the large cities 
like Beijing, Shanghai, or those in Guangdong province. 
2.3.2. The situation of left-behind children in China 
In China, left-behind children are generally understood as being children that live in 
rural areas with one or both parent(s) having migrated for work. The National Bureau 
of Statistics of China has not provided clear census data regarding left-behind children 
and currently, the most reliable data comes from inferences drawn from the National 
Census of 2000, the 1% National Population Sampling Survey carried out in 2005 and 
National Census of 2010. According to these sources, in 2000, there were about 24 
million left-behind children in rural areas aged below 17 years (Duan & Zhou, 2005). 
Five years later, this figure had climbed to 58 million (Duan & Yang, 2008) and this 
increase in left-behind children appears consistent with the rise in the overall numbers 
of rural-urban migrants. According to an estimation based on National Census of 2010, 
there were 61 million children being left behind in the rural areas, making up 38% of 
all children in these areas and 22% of all children in China (Duan et al., 2013). Among 
these left-behind children, 47% had both parents migrating out, 36% had only the father 
migrating, and 17% had only the mother migrating (Duan et al., 2013).  
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It is important to note that the geographic distribution of left-behind children is uneven 
across the nation, being highly concentrated in Sichuan, Anhui, Henan, Guangdong, and 
Hunan, with children in these provinces making up 43.64% of the whole population of 
such children (Duan et al., 2013). As main sending areas for rural urban migrants, most 
of these provinces lie in the underdeveloped middle and western areas (Duan et al., 
2013). Most of the left-behind children are looked after by the left-behind parent and 
grandparents and only a small proportion of them are under the care of siblings, other 
relatives, friends, and teachers (Duan et al., 2013; Ye & Wang, 2006). 
Figure 2. Left-behind children in rural China 
 
Source: Duan & Zhou, 2005; Duan & Yang, 2008; Duan et al., 2013 
2.3.3. Review of studies on left-behind children in China 
Left-behind children have always been viewed as a group that is suffering from their 
parents’ migration by the Chinese government and the mass media, typically described 
as living in an unstable environment, lacking parents’ care and love, and receiving 
inadequate discipline and guidance (All-China Women’s Federation, 2013). Following 
these concerns, many studies have been conducted to identify the problems of left-
behind children in relation to education, mental health and social behaviour, but their 
findings are inconsistent and remain contested. 





















a survey of 8,627 students in 10 western provinces reported that left-behind children 
were worse in academic performance than those children living with both parents (Yao 
& Mao, 2008). Similarly, through a randomised survey of 1,010 children in Anhui and 
Jiangxi, researchers found that parents’ migration significantly affects children’s 
educational performance when both parents migrate or when a non-parent guardian is 
the principal carer, with boys being more vulnerable to such impact than girls (Zhou, 
Murphy and Tao, 2014). Moreover, some comparative studies also reported that left-
behind children were worse off in terms of their school enrolment and years of schooling 
than children with both parents at home (Lee, 2010; Wang, 2012). Scholars propose that 
lack of role models, inadequate discipline and guidance, an unsupportive family 
environment, grandparents’ lower education status, and lower academic motivation are 
the reasons accounting for these children’s inferior performance (Fan & Sang, 2005; 
Kong & Gu, 2004; Lee, 2010).  
Findings that contrast with those of the above studies have been presented in several 
other works. Zhu, Li & Zhou (2002) reported the difference in academic achievements 
is only marginal when comparing left-behind children with non-left-behind children. In 
addition, Chen, Huang, Rozelle, Shi, and Zhang (2009) examined changes in school 
performance before and after parents’ migration, and elicited that there was no 
significant negative effect of the migration on school performance. In fact, the findings 
from Chen et al. (2009) and Lee (2010) both indicate that children’s education may be 
positively influenced when only one parent migrates. Further, the presence of mothers 
emerges as a critical protective factor, which may be related to traditional gender roles 
regarding parenting, whilst, more generally, positive family functioning and social 
support are also regarded as protective (Liang & Chen, 2007).  
A growing body of literature has focused on the mental health status of left-behind 
children (Duan & Zhou, 2005; Gao, 2008; Hu, Liu, Shen, & Fan, 2007; Jia & Tian, 
2010; Liu, Qu & Qiu, 2007; Wang, Ling, Su, Cheng, Jin, & Sun, 2014). Loneliness, 
indifference, sensitivity, and higher levels of depression and anxiety have been recorded 
as the main mental health issues specifically related to left-behind children (Jia & Tian, 
2010; Lu & Zhou, 2013; Xie, 2007; Zhang & He, 2008; Zhao, Chen, Lu, Jiang, & Sun, 
2014). Further, several studies provide empirical evidence that the mental health state 
of left-behind children was significantly worse than that of their counterparts (Huang, 
2006; Li, 2005; Long & Shen, 2008; Wei & Zheng, 2007). By contrast, however, several 
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empirical studies have not identified significant differences in the general mental health 
of left-behind and non-left-behind children (He, Cao, Liu, Li, & Xie, 2006; Hu et al., 
2007; Jia, 2008), even when the former were found to have more stressful life events 
than the latter (Hu et al., 2007).  
The review of the literature points to a number of risk factors for left-behind children 
developing emotional problems, including: being cared for by grandparents and 
relatives or friends of the parents, the absence of mothers, extended time spent being 
left behind, their having negative coping strategies and poor teacher support as well as 
being under the guardianship of young caregivers or non-relatives, who themselves 
have poor education and low socioeconomic status (Chi, Hu, & Shen, 2008; Fan, Su, 
Gill, & Birmaher, 2010; Gao, 2008; Huang, 2006; Ye & Zhang, 2008). On the other 
hand, a relatively shorter time spent left behind, more time spent in physical and leisure 
activities, good relationship with guardians, social support from parents, caregivers, 
teachers and school friends, having high self-esteem and positive coping style as well 
as strong connections with migrant parents may predict better mental health outcomes 
(Ai & Hu, 2014; Fan et al., 2010; Hao & Cui, 2007; Hu et al., 2007; Liu et al., 2007; 
Liu, Sun, Zhang, Wang, & Guo, 2010; Wang, 2002). 
It is generally assumed in the extant Chinese research that left-behind children are more 
likely to exhibit problem behaviours than non-left-behind ones, developing such traits 
as being selfish or violent, having poor social relations and misbehaving in school (Fan, 
2004; Gao, Wang, Wang, & Liu, 2007; Hu, Lu, & Huang, 2014; Lin, 2003). Further, 
several scholars have proposed that left-behind children have more adaptation problems 
(Cao, 2006; Hao & Cui, 2007; Huang, 2004), higher levels of illegal and deviant 
behaviour (Liu et al., 2007), and are more likely to develop a smoking habit (Lee, 2010), 
when compared to their counterparts. However, outcomes of other research studies that 
refute such claims are available. More specifically, from a large scale investigation of 
4,552 students and 3,392 teachers from 62 primary and middle schools in Hubei, Henan, 
and Anhui, Jia (2008) reported no significant difference regarding behaviour between 
the two groups. From the above literature, a number of risk factors have been found to 
be related to behavioural problems, including: lack of family education, longer time 
being left behind, greater distance from parents, and being cared by the father only or 
by other relatives (Chen & Xie, 2007; Fan, 2004). In contrast, presence of the mother 
and a caring teacher, higher level of subjective support and support utilization are 
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connected with less deviant behaviours (Chen & Xie, 2007; Jia, 2008; Liu et al., 2007; 
Liu, Li, Chen, & Qu, 2014).  
To summarise, in China, there is still controversy in the extant scholarship regarding 
whether parental migration has a negative impact on children’s lives. Several research 
deficiencies can be identified regarding these studies. First, most scholars set out their 
research from a problem perspective, hence their focus is more about the negative 
impact of parents’ migration on left-behind children. Second, quantitative methods have 
been widely used in the Chinese research, most being characterised by the use of non-
randomised sampling strategies, and/or lack of consistency and valid measuring 
instruments (Qin & Albin, 2010; Tan, 2011). Third, not many studies have paid much 
attention to the specific social and cultural contexts prevailing in China. Last, with the 
primary concern being on the impact of migration on children, most of the reviewed 
research has tended to regard left-behind children as the passive recipients of their 
parents’ migration, and hence, has made little attempt to explore their agency. 
Worthy of mentioning is that in the last two years, several studies have been conducted 
in China to explore children’s own experience, construction and exercise of agency 
when living with parental migration. Zhang (2013) carried out multiple sites research 
on both migrant children and left-behind children in Beijing and Hebei, and 
demonstrated how these children actively interacted with their evolving environments 
to negotiate a sense of home. Murphy (2014), through her fieldwork in rural Jiangxi, 
revealed how the left-behind children engaged with the reciprocal family relationship 
through their agentic actions in the domain of school and study, and how their 
experiences and choices were affected by the socio-cultural environment. This body of 
work is in line with the paradigm emphasising children’s perspective, as discussed in 
the section on international migration, and its adoption is considered to be a promising 
way forward for the current research.    
 
2.4. Policy and Intervention 
Among all the countries mentioned in this review, the Philippines have developed 
specific social policies and interventions targeting households with absent migrants. In 
this country, there is an extensive system of governmental and non-governmental 
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services for labour migrants and their families. The governmental provision includes a 
network of 25 Family Welfare Officers, launched to serve the families of migrants and 
based in areas with high concentrations of migration (Bryant, 2005). These work by: 
“collecting information, designing interventions, providing advice, and acting as 
advocates” (Bryant, 2005, p. 10). In addition to this, information and counselling 
services are provided by the Department of Labour and Employment and the Overseas 
Workers Welfare Administration, and families of migrants can also benefit from special 
credit facilities covered by a welfare fund set up specifically for overseas Filipino 
workers (Scalabrini Migration Center, 2004). 
For those countries without specialized policies in place, the left-behind largely rely on 
family-based networks for support (D’Emilio et al., 2007). In some relatively better off 
countries they may, to some extent, benefit from some general social services. For 
example, in Nicaragua, the “school counsellor” programme initiated by the Ministry of 
Education was designed for helping the general student population, yet it is especially 
useful for children left behind, “as a source of authority, guidance and love” (D’Emilio 
et al., 2007, p. 13). In Mexico, communities with high migration rates enjoy improved 
basic infrastructure services (e.g. water, electricity, streets, hospital, schools, computer 
centres) under a programme termed the “4x1 Iniciativa Ciudadana”, which mobilizes 
resources for community development from four stakeholders: the migrants, federal 
government, local government, and local residents (D’Emilio et al., 2007). 
At the global level, UNICEF plays an important role in the protection of children in left-
behind households. Its country office reports regarding: Ecuador, the Philippines, 
Mexico and Moldova, have presented a general picture on the situation of left-behind 
children, the roles of families, caregivers, the community, and government (Bryant, 
2005; Cortes, 2008; de la Garza, 2010; Reyes, 2007). Based on such research findings, 
a range of policy and intervention initiatives have been brought out, aiming to improve 
left-behind children’s situation through capacity-building programmes for children, 
caregivers, teachers, health care workers, and the whole community (Cortes, 2008). 
However, children’s perspectives have rarely been addressed in these working papers 
by UNICEF, and there is a dearth of evidence to inform policy making and 
implementation regarding what are the children’s real needs and what capacity and 
resources would enable them to achieve better outcomes (D’Emilio et al., 2007).  
 30 
 
In China, public policy issues on migrant labourers and their children were not 
addressed systematically until 2006 when the State Council issued the first specific 
policy document on rural-urban migrant workers. In this document, the central 
government set the main agenda aiming to establish an inclusive policy framework, 
which promised to eliminate the institutional obstacles to rural-urban migration, 
guarantee rural migrants’ access to public services and to reduce the rural-urban divide 
(State Council, 2006). Among them, the needs of children of migrants have been given 
priority, with the focus being on education and health services provision. Subsequently, 
related ministries and local governments were required to make substantial efforts to 
promote their well-being. Although it is undeniable that the government has put 
substantial effort into promoting left-behind children’s well-being, to date, no research 
has evaluated the effectiveness of these projects. My pilot study in 2009 in Hunan found 
that many projects remain as well-meaning words or paper-based intentions, and 
children may not really be benefiting from them. This indicates that implementation 
issues need to be given more attention. Moreover, current policy and services are 
initiated by a top-down perspective that lacks children’s perspectives. This may well 
encourage some local authorities to have a tendency to exaggerate the problems of left-
behind children in order to ask for more financial support (Xiang, 2007), whilst ignoring 
the real needs of these children as well as their strengths and capabilities. 
 
2.5. Summary 
The issue of left-behind children is not a phenomenon occurring only in China. Involved 
in the same complex processes of globalization, urbanization and industrialization, 
many developing countries, e.g. Thailand, Mexico, the Philippines, Indonesia, among 
others, are also confronted with this matter (Cortes, 2008; Yeoh & Lam, 2007). In the 
international migration context or the Chinese rural-urban migration one, there are 
shared concerns that left-behind children are affected by the migration of parent(s) 
(Bryant, 2005; Cortes, 2008; Duan & Yang, 2008; Yeoh & Lam, 2007). 
Research indicates that there are challenges for left-behind children caused by parental 
migration (Bryant, 2005; Jones & Kittisuksathit, 2003; Pottinger, 2005; Yeoh & Lam, 
2007; Zhou & Duan, 2006). However, in this study, it is contended that too much 
attention is given to negative outcomes, which tends to impose an image of the whole 
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population being problematic. This approach is clearly evident in contemporary 
Chinese accounts of the phenomenon (Ye, 2011; Zhou & Duan, 2006). It has to be noted 
that neither in the international nor Chinese contexts have the research findings reached 
a consensus that concludes that left-behind children are doing significantly worse in 
terms of education, mental health and social behaviour than their contemporaries. The 
migration of parents not only incurs risks and challenges, but also entails economic 
benefits, opportunities and hope (Yeoh & Lam, 2007). This researcher proposes that in 
order to achieve a balanced picture of the experiences of left-behind children, an 
investigation should not only emphasize the impacts of migration, but also incorporate, 
fully, contextual diversity and the children’s perspectives.  
However, in contemporary Chinese research and policy interventions, children’s voices 
have been largely excluded. The children are usually regarded as passive recipients of 
their parents’ migration, and not much effort has been made to listen to their narratives 
on their experiences of being left behind (Ye & Wang, 2006; Zhou & Duan, 2006). 
Accordingly, children’s transforming capacities in structural and cultural contexts have 
not been sufficiently addressed (Bryant, 2005; Cortes, 2008; Duan & Yang, 2008), even 
though those left-behind construct and reconstruct the realities of living with parental 
migration (Hoang & Yeoh, 2014; Zhang, 2013). Therefore, reintroducing the concept 
of children’s agency could help reveal the experiences of left-behind children through 
their own eyes, and assist in shedding light on how they deal with parents’ migration. 
In so doing, interventions based on this may be able to understand and address left-
behind children’s real needs, facilitate their exercise of agency, and ultimately enhance 
their well-being. 
Moreover, resident in different countries and areas around the world, left-behind 
children cannot be understood as a homogenous group, but rather, they need to be 
positioned within their specific social and cultural contexts. Variations in the notions of: 
childhood, family, and migration, and other prevailing conditions in the sending and 
receiving communities indicate that left-behind children face different situations, 
depending on these particular contexts (Toyota et al., 2007). Thus, cultural sensitivity 
is carefully addressed in this study with the phenomenon of left-behind children in rural 




In sum, the aim of this study is to examine how left-behind children experience their 
life with parental migration and how they negotiate their social and cultural contexts to 
deal with it. The children’s agency in interacting with structure and culture is explored 
to reveal the dynamics and processes of being left behind. In the next chapter a 
framework integrating the three dimensions of: structure, culture and agency that 
accounts for left-behind children’s experiences is formulated.  
 33 
 
Chapter III Theoretical Framework 
As discussed in the previous chapter, most existing studies of left-behind children have 
focused on the impact of parents’ migration, treating children as passive recipients thus 
ignoring their agency. Further, children’s voices have been largely excluded and their 
experiences of being left behind have not been fully explored. Such studies are shaped 
by paradigms stemming from child development theory, socialization theory and family 
studies, which regard children as human becoming rather than human being, and 
childhood as a preparatory stage when children are gradually equipped with the 
competence to achieve adulthood (James & Prout, 1997; Qvortrup, Bardy, Sgritta, & 
Wintersberge, 1994). Such conceptualization constructs children as incomplete adults, 
lacking in rationality and wisdom, thus they need to be protected and controlled, and 
have their needs met rather than their rights upheld (Devine, 2002; Roche, 1999). Under 
these theoretical models, children are subsumed in the research on family and school 
and the locus of concern is their development and socialization progress towards 
adulthood, rather than the experience of being a child (Brannen & O’Brienm 1995; 
James, Jenks, & Prout, 1998).  
However, developments in the sociology of childhood in recent decades challenge such 
views emanating from these paradigms and claim that the “child” should be understood 
in its own right and childhood itself made the focus of research (James & Prout, 1997; 
Jenks, 2005; Lee, 1982; Qvortrup et al., 1994). James and Prout (1997) summarized the 
main arguments of this new sociology of childhood, stating that childhood can be 
understood as a social construction and will thus vary according to class, gender and 
ethnicity. Moreover, children are active in constructing and determining their own lives, 
rather than just being the passive subjects of social process and structure. In keeping 
with this, their lives should be explored from their own perspectives, rather than from 
the adult points of view.  
In contemporary sociological work on childhood, two lines of study have emerged with 
different theoretical emphasis. The first regards childhood as a social construction that 
is constituted by historical, social, cultural, and political contexts (Jenks, 2005; 
Qvortrup et al., 1994; Qvortrup, 2005; Stearns, 2006; Zelizer, 1985; 2005). It focuses 
on the impact of social structure on children and childhood, but tends to ignore the 
children’s own specific perspectives and transforming capacities. In the second 
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approach, children are understood as social actors that can have a unique impact on their 
childhood (Corsaro, 1985; 1997; Mayall, 1996; Thorne, 1993). It emphasizes children’s 
experiences as well as their actions and privileges children’s own accounts, but often 
lacks consideration of the macro structural components of childhood (Shanahan, 2007; 
James, 2010). 
Indeed, agency/structure would appear to be the key dichotomy underlying theoretical 
competition in the sociology of childhood (James, 2010). However, in contemporary 
developments of social theory, the tendency is to challenge this dualism and make 
efforts to examine the dynamic interaction between structure and agency (Emirbayer & 
Mische, 1998; Giddens, 1984; Sewell, 1992). In fact, a few scholars in the field of 
childhood studies have addressed this theoretical debate. For instance, Tisdall and 
Punch (2012, p. 259) have taken a very critical stance against the over-simplification of 
children’s own perspectives and promoted the exploration of their agency and 
experiences within the structural and cultural contexts in which they live, which are full 
of “intricacies, complexities, tensions, ambiguities and ambivalence”. Moreover, 
Mayall (2012) argued that children’s agency should be set in the dialectic processes of 
continuing interaction with structure and culture and called for further research to 
develop the study of childhood from this viewpoint. However, few empirical childhood 
studies have been conducted to bridge this gap and thus promote theoretical integration 
(Shanahan, 2007). Therefore, this researcher aims to contribute in this direction by 
adopting a theoretical framework integrating structure, culture and agency to explore 
how left behind children live with their parents’ migration and how children’s agency 
interacts dynamically with structural and cultural contexts. 
 
3.1. Conceptualizing Children’s Agency  
Philosophically, the conception of human agency can be traced back to the ancient 
Greek tradition that treasures the autonomous individual and later, the enlightenment 
tradition which interprets human freedom in terms of reason and rationality (Emirbayer 
& Mische, 1998; Valentine, 2011). In recent decades, the concept of agency has attracted 
growing interest among social scientists as it has been closely associated with social 
movements active since the 1960s as well as the development of postmodern and 
poststructuralist thinking (Ahearn, 2001; Ortner, 1984). The emphasis put on human 
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agency serves to counter the notion of historical and structural determinism and brings 
back into the debate the idea of autonomous and responsible individuals whose actions 
can impact and (re)constitute the structures that shape them (Asad, 2000; Karp, 1986). 
The term agency itself, however, has been criticized for being elusive, vague, abstracted, 
underspecified, not well established in an analytical sense (Ahearn, 2001; Emirbayer & 
Mische, 1998), and as requiring “deeper consideration and more extensive theoretical 
elaboration” (Dobres & Robb, 2000, p. 3).  
In the history of social theory, a commonly adopted approach to defining agency has 
been to equate it with socially unfettered free will within which agency is based on 
rationality and self-awareness (Ahearn, 2001; Huges, 1988). The individual’s intention, 
motivation, reason, choice or purpose is regarded as the defining feature of agency 
(Coleman, 1994; Homans, 1958; Mann, 1994), but such a perspective ignores the fact 
that it is constituted by “the norms, practices, institutions, and discourses through which 
it is made available” (Lalu, 2000, p. 51) and thus fails to theorise the socio-cultural 
nature of the concept (Ahearn, 2001; Emirbayer & Mische, 1998). It has also been 
criticised for neglecting the non-rational, sometimes apparently self-defeating aspects 
of agency, especially for those who have severe constraints on their choices and actions 
(Ferguson, 2003; Hoggett, 2001). 
There is another approach which conceptualizes agency as resistance, developed from 
subaltern, feminist and social movement studies and others focusing on powerless or 
oppressed groups (Ahearn, 2001; Valentine, 2011). Within this tradition, resistance to 
power or domination is defined as agency, such as women acting against the patriarchal 
status quo (Mann, 1994). This notion of agency follows an agenda of political and moral 
claims, where an individual’s resistance to power and political influence has been 
positively documented, especially in the study of groups who are poor, excluded, and 
victimised (Bordonaro & Payne, 2012). Such a conceptualization fails to recognize that 
agency is always complex and ambiguous: strategies like accepting, accommodating, 
and ignoring can be adopted by marginalized groups, when at the same time, they are 
resisting (Ahearn, 2001; Macleod, 1992). Therefore, the overemphasis of resistance 
should be cautioned against (Abu-lughod, 1990). In sum, agency cannot be reduced to 
resistance and oppositional agency can only be regarded as one of multiple forms of it 
(Ahearn, 2001; Ortner, 1995). 
 36 
 
The third important approach to agency can be described as a social-cultural model, for 
it tries to break the structure-agency dualism by emphasizing the relationship between 
agency, structure and culture (Archer, 1995; Bourdieu, 1977; Giddens, 1984; Sewell, 
1992). In this tradition, Giddens’s structuration theory is very influential, for it “explains 
social phenomena as the effects of interactions between agency and structures” 
(Depelteau, 2008, p. 51). According to Giddens (1984), human actions can shape the 
structures that constrain and enable those actions. That is, the individual as agent can 
make choices within given constraints and resources and monitor their own and others’ 
actions reflexively, though these choices are often routinized practices (Giddens, 1984). 
Bourdieu (1984) further argued that agency does not simply comprise of reflexive 
action, for it is also constituted by non-reflexive practice, and he used habitus to account 
for routinized practices. Under Bourdieu’s definition, habitus is not formed 
spontaneously from individuals’ free will, but rather stems from their ongoing 
interactions with different social fields (Bourdieu, 1993). By conceptualizing agency 
and structure as mutually constitutive components, Bourdieu and Giddens have 
significantly advanced the development of agency in theoretical terms and greatly 
influenced related empirical research (Ahearn, 2001; Sewell, 1992). Nonetheless, there 
are critics who point out that with this approach, structure is bounded too tightly with 
practice and thus the mutability of the relationship between structural contexts and 
social actors cannot be explicated (Archer, 1996; Emirbayer & Mische, 1998).  
Although each of these three approaches has captured some important characteristics of 
agency, they are all mainly built upon one dimension: rational intentions, resistance, or 
routinized practices, and do not consider the interplay among these (Emirbayer & 
Mische, 1998). Consequently, Emirbayer and Mische (1998) argued agency should 
incorporate these various dimensions and that it should be placed in the flow of time in 
order to fully explicate its complexity. They reconceptualised agency as “the temporally 
constructed engagement by actors of different structural environments - the temporal-
relational contexts of action - which, through the interplay of habit, imagination, and 
judgement, both reproduces and transforms those structures in interactive response to 
the problems posed by changing historical situations” (Emirbayer & Mische, 1998, p. 
970). According to this definition, agency is regarded as a dynamic process situated in 
and interacting with temporal-relational structural contexts. As “a temporally embedded 
process of social engagement”, agency is simultaneously “informed by the past (in its 
habitual aspect)”, “oriented toward the future (as a capacity to imagine alternative 
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possibilities) and toward the present (as a capacity to contextualize past habits and 
future projects within the contingencies of the moment)” (Emirbayer & Mische, 1998, 
p. 963). Correspondent to these temporal orientations, three constitutive components 
disaggregate the concept of agency: iteration (to the past), projectivity (to the future), 
and practical evaluation (to the present) (Emirbayer & Mische, 1998). Each of these is 
discussed in turn. 
Iteration is the element oriented toward the past. It indicates that actors can selectively 
reactivate past patterns of thought and action and integrate them into their practice to 
maintain stability, order, identities, meanings and interactions over time (Emirbayer & 
Mische, 1998). Further, it involves several interrelated processes of interacting with past 
experiences: choosing a small area of reality in current situations for attention and 
response; identifying the similarities of the present situation with past experiences, and 
fitting the new experiences to the old ones; then these grouped experiences are located 
within socially established categories to sustain a sense of continuity (Emirbayer & 
Mische, 1998). In general, iteration represents the habitual dimension of action that 
requires a relatively low level of reflection, but it still entails an actor’s attention and 
effort to engage with the past.  
Projectivity is oriented toward the future. It means that actors can creatively reconstruct 
received structures according to their hopes, fears and desires for the future, and invent 
possible future trajectories of action through imagination (Emirbayer & Mische, 1998). 
This projection of future action entails a process wherein actors move beyond existing 
structural and cultural contexts to develop hypothetical narratives about future scenarios, 
recompose old schemas and habits, and work out possible new strategies to deal with 
the emergent problems they face (Emirbayer & Mische, 1998). This element of agency 
demonstrates that actors do not simply follow past patterns of action, but can formulate 
innovative thoughts and actions through negotiation with future possibilities. 
Practical evaluation represents the present orientation of agency and refers to the 
capability of actors to make judgements and choices to deal with an emergent situation 
(Emirbayer & Mische, 1998). No new situation exactly replicates those that have been 
experienced before. Thus, in response to present exigencies, actors need to examine the 
ambiguity of this new situation against past patterns of experiences, decide on a means 
of resolution among possible choices, and then take concrete action to move forward 
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(Emirbayer & Mische, 1998). This exercise of situationally based judgement is not an 
unproblematic application of settled rules of conduct, and thus can foster possibilities 
of changing received patterns of action.  
However, Emirbayer and Mische (1998) propose that these three dimensions are 
theoretical distinctions that only remain separated in the analytical sense: in any real 
instance of human action, there are varying degrees of engagement with the past, the 
future and the present, and hence, different combinations of iteration, projectivity and 
practical evaluation, although one dimension might be more dominant than the other 
two. It is in this sense that Emirbayer and Mische (1998, p. 970) term their theory of 
agency a “chordal triad”. 
This temporal approach to agency can help explicate the dynamic process through 
which it interacts with structural contexts, in that it proposes that actors can adjust their 
temporal orientations to transform their relationships regarding structural contexts, 
thereby recomposing their reflective, imaginative and evaluative strategies to act upon 
evolving contexts (Emirbayer & Mische, 1998). In the domain of children and 
childhood studies, as yet, such complexities with regards to the concept of agency have 
not been fully addressed, although it has become a central notion widely adopted in 
empirical research (Durham, 2008; James, 2007; Mayall, 2012; Tisdall & Punch, 2012). 
The approach equating agency with free will is popular among empirical studies on 
children and childhood, tending to focus on the positive, competent, and rational 
dimension of agency in terms of children’s capacities, resourcefulness and autonomy 
(Corsaro, 1997; Haugen, 2010; Holloway & Valentine, 2000; McDonald, 2008; Punch, 
2007). There is also a growing literature that aims to shed light on the resistance 
dimension in children’s agency (Bordnonaro, 2012; Montgomery, 2009; Rosen, 2007; 
Seymour, 2012; Vacchiano & Jimenez, 2012), which has been conceptualized as 
“ambiguous agency” by Bordnonaro and Payne for they claim it is “in stark contrast to 
established and normative conceptions of childhood and youth” (2012, p. 365). Other 
scholars have also used the terms “thin agency”, “restricted agency”, “limited agency”, 
and “tactical agency” to capture the ambiguous nature of children’s agency (Honwana, 
2005; Klocker, 2007; Punch, 2007; Robson, Bell, & Klocker, 2007). This particular line 
of research has revealed the importance of problematising children’s agency and the 
need to consider the complicated historic, social, cultural contexts in which children 
live. However, the notions used by these researchers appear to make a fixed claim on 
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agency contending that some of its properties or features are directly defined by 
structural “thinners”, “restrictions” or “ambiguities” (Honwana, 2005; Klocker, 2007; 
Punch, 2007; Robson et al., 2007). Moreover, in these notions structure is merged with 
agency to such an extent that the dynamic interactive process between them is difficult 
to examine (Archer, 2000).  
Corsaro (2005) is one researcher who has followed the development of the 
conceptualization of agency in social theory and, by adopting the temporal approach of 
Emirbayer and Mische (1998) to illustrate children’s practice of agency in their peer 
culture, he has demonstrated that the study of children and childhood can also make 
theoretical contributions to this central concept in social theory. However, his research 
focus is mainly on peer culture in schools and does not fully address the wider structural 
and cultural contexts in which children are embedded. Left-behind children in China 
are deeply involved in the social transition characterized by globalization and 
industrialization, and are faced with changing living environments and cultural values 
(Xiao, 2014). In this “unsettled” time (Swidler, 1986), they are situated in extremely 
complicated temporal and relational settings with great opportunities for developing 
various paths of action. Adopting the temporal approach to examine their shifting 
agentic orientations and strategies could allow for the capture of the complexity 
regarding their experiences of living with parents’ migration and help reveal the 
dynamic process through which they practice agency in order to deal with these 
evolving contexts. 
 
3.2. Structure  
In the social sciences, the tradition which sees structure as primary, rigid and immutable 
existence that can give deterministic explanations to social life has been very influential, 
as illustrated in theories such as structural-functionalism and structural-Marxism 
(Sewell, 1992). However, to restore human agency and fully explore the efficacy of 
human action, the notion of structure needs to be conceptualized in a fluid and dynamic 
way. Many scholars have contributed to this by reconceptualising it as a dynamic and 
evolving process of social interaction, wherein structure and practice are mutually 
shaped (Archer, 2003; Berger & Luckmann, 1967; Giddens, 1984; Sewell, 1992). 
Among them, Giddens (1979; 1984) has made sustained effort in developing the notion 
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of the duality of structure and hence deeply shaped much theoretical thinking and 
empirical research in the social sciences in recent decades. His structuration theory 
posits structures as dual in that they are simultaneously the medium and the outcome of 
practices: structures constitute agency on the one hand, while agency reproduces and 
reconfigures structures, on the other (Giddens, 1984). From this perspective, structures 
are not simply constraining human agency, but also providing resources and 
opportunities for human action (Giddens, 1984). Moreover, the notion of “structuration” 
indicates that structure should not be defined as a fixed state, but rather, as an interactive 
process. 
Although the concept of the duality of structure provides an illuminating contribution 
that allows for the reconfiguration of the notions of structure and agency, the central 
term structure remains highly underspecified in most social theorists’ work (Sewell, 
1992). Giddens (1984, p. 377) has given this a fuller explanation by defining it as “rules 
and resources, recursively implicated in the reproduction of social systems. Structure 
exists only as memory traces, the organic basis of human knowledgeability, and as 
instantiated in action”. He further contended that rules are “generalizable procedures 
applied in the enactment/reproduction of social life” (Giddens, 1984, p. 21) and 
resources are “the media whereby transformative capacity is employed as power in the 
routine of social interaction” (Giddens, 1979, p. 92) and can be classified into 
authoritative and allocative forms. Some critics, however, claim that Giddens’s notion 
of structure is logically inconsistent for he defined it as a virtual existence not related to 
specific time and space, but resources as one of its parts can hardly be regarded as virtual: 
not only are material resources bonded with particular spaces and times, even human 
resources like knowledge and emotional commitments are features actualized in people 
in specific spaces and at certain times (Bryant & Jary, 1991; Held & Thompson, 1989; 
Sewell, 1992). Moreover, by using the term rules, Giddens makes it difficult to 
distinguish the actual “formally stated prescriptions” from the virtual “informal and not 
always conscious schemas, metaphors, or assumptions” (Sewell, 1992, p. 8) that he 
mentions.  
In response to these challenges that Giddens’ work is faced with, making a distinction 
between culture (virtual existence not bonded with specific practice and location) and 
structure (actual existence in real time and space) is a plausible solution. Sewell (1992) 
has proceeded in this direction by proposing there is a division between cultural 
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schemas and actual resources, with a mutually sustaining relationship between the two: 
schemas are to be validated by resources for enduring existence, and resources need 
schemas to inform their use and social value. This scholar reformulated Giddens’ 
definition of resources as “anything that can serve as a source of power in social 
interaction” and divided it into human and nonhuman resources (Sewell, 1992, p. 9). 
Likewise, Archer (1996) argued that structure and culture have their own autonomy and 
thus need to be disentangled. She went on to develop the concept of the internal 
conversation to mediate between structure and agency, and introduced a temporal 
dimension to explain how pre-existing structures could be transformed or reproduced 
(Archer, 2003). Sewell and Archer’s work has further clarified the domain of structure 
and provided a less ambiguous guide for understanding this central concept. However, 
the notions of structure proposed by these social theorists are still too obscure and 
abstract to be applied in this empirical study of left-behind children. Thus, it is necessary 
to resort to the discussions about structure in extant children and childhood studies, so 
as to give empirical elaboration and clarification to this concept, taking into 
consideration the specific characteristics of children’s structural contexts. 
Under the social structural child approach, childhood itself is regarded as a particular 
structural category featuring in the social structure of all societies, with it being exposed 
to the same social forces as adulthood (James et al., 1998; Qvortrup, 2006). There are 
countless varieties of childhood and these are not equal across different groups because 
differences in social, economic, and political dimensions result in distinctions among 
different groups of children (Lareau, 2003; Oldman, 1994; Qvortrup, 2005). Research 
in this vein has tended to focus on examining the impact of various social forces on 
children (Shanahan, 2007), such as: the decline in family size, the rise in mothers’ 
labour force participation, the increase in mother-headed families, issues of race and 
ethnicity, social welfare policy, immigration and social inequality (Engelbert, 1994; 
Hengst, 2005; Lareau, 2003; Makrinioti, 1994). Some researchers have also addressed 
the influences of social forces in light of broad complex processes, including: 
globalization, industrialization, individualisation, democratisation, commercialization, 
feminization and institutionalization (Jamieson & Milne, 2012; Nasman, 1994). The 
social structural approach also calls attention to the fact that although different 
generations may be exposed to similar economic, technological and social changes, 
children and adults experience or deal with the impact of these changes in different 
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ways. This is because the unequal distribution of power and resources influences their 
abilities to respond to challenges (Qvortrup, Corsaro, & Honig, 2009).  
Another line of research regarding children and childhood emphasizes children’s 
generational position in society, and argues that inter-generation and intra-generation 
relationships are critical to understanding the constraints and opportunities for children 
to exercise agency (Alanen, 1994; James, 2012; Jamieson & Milne, 2012; Mayall, 2012; 
Oldman, 1994). This approach regards childhood as a relational status constructed 
against the term of adulthood (Shanahan, 2007) and recommends that there is a focus 
on relational processes and the practice of intimacy (Jamesion & Milne, 2012; Mayall, 
2012). Several theoretical constructs have been formulated to describe adult-child 
relationships in terms of the processes that children practise agency to produce and 
reproduce their relations with adults. Punch (2002, p. 132) raised the notion of 
“negotiated interdependence” to denote the process through which children “act within 
and between” the constraints in family relationships. Further, Alanen (2001, pp. 20-21) 
constructed “generationing” to reveal the complex “social processes through which 
people become (are constructed as) ‘children’ while other people become (are 
constructed as) ‘adults’”. As far as intra-generation relationships are concerned, the 
tendency is to stress the point that children not only participate in adult society, but also 
create their own worlds through communal sharing and interaction with their peer 
groups and make attempts to control their lives (Corsaro, 1985). With respect to this, 
children’s identity, friendship, language, power, and resistance strategies are 
constructed through their connections with peers (Corsaro, 1985; Kyratzis, 2004). Thus 
the children’s social world is a real place with real meanings, wherein their lives are 
structured through a structure that is different from that of adults (Holloway & Valentine, 
2000). 
Taking into consideration the discussions presented above, the notion of structure in 
this research is understood as a temporally evolving process of social interaction that 
shapes and is shaped by agency. Moreover, informed by extant children and childhood 
studies, analytically it is disaggregated to two levels: (1) the broad social, economic, 
and political processes; and (2) the relational processes developing within inter-
generational and intra-generational networks. This construct aims to move beyond the 
dualism of structure and agency so as to explore children’s agency as an unfolding 
process interacting with structure.  
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As reviewed in the last chapter, most extant studies on left-behind children in China 
have adopted a deterministic approach to structure and analysed it in terms of static 
structural factors. In these works, the matter of how left-behind children interact with 
structure is not well established and children’s transforming capacities have not been 
sufficiently explored. Adopting a dynamic construct of structure could elaborate upon 
the mutual constituting process of how children negotiate with resources as well as how 
these resources shape children’s choice and action.  
 
3.3. Culture  
The issue of culture and agency has been subsumed under the issue of structure and 
agency for a long time in the sociological tradition (Giddens, 1979; 1984; Sewell, 1992). 
However, making no distinction between culture and structure could result in logical 
deficiencies and analytical ambiguity, as discussed in the last section. Moreover, this 
could also lead to a tendency to underestimate the significance of culture in regarding 
it as soft and as secondary to hard structure, and thus, ignore the mutual sustaining 
relationship between cultural schema and structural resources (Sewell, 1992). Therefore, 
to use culture as a separate concept from structure could be helpful for exploring the 
dynamic process of how this virtual existence shapes and is shaped by structure and 
agency.  
In much of modern social theory and research, culture tends to be regarded as stable 
and consistent (Lewis, 1966; Parsons, 1951). However, some social theorists have 
challenged this conceptualization as misleading for understanding differences among 
cultures and contradictions within them. These scholars advise that it is necessary to 
discuss how culture can be transformed by agency (Archer, 1996; 2003; Swidler, 1986). 
In particular, Swidler (1986) developed the conceptualization of culture as a tool kit, 
suggesting that this approach could be seen as a practical analytical framework for 
reorienting cultural research so as to explore the interactions between culture, agency 
and structure.  
Swidler (1986) developed her theory from Geertz’s work, which defined culture as “an 
historically transmitted pattern of meaning embodied in symbols, a system of inherited 
conceptions expressed in symbolic forms by means of which men communicate, 
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perpetuate, and develop their knowledge about and attitudes toward life” (Geertz, 1973, 
p. 89). Building upon this, Swidler (1986) posited culture as a tool kit of different, and 
often opposing symbols, worldviews and habits from which people can choose and 
recompose their tools in order to develop various strategies of action to address different 
problems. This conceptualization frees actors from deterministic thinking that treats 
culture as values that can define the ends of human actions (Lewis, 1966; Parsons, 1951). 
This approach may provide a new orientation for research on culture and action, for it 
can facilitate exploration of how actions are enabled as well as constrained by culture, 
and how human agency can influence culture in return. Moreover, by examining cultural 
changes in periods of social transformation, Swidler (1986) argued that in such unsettled 
times, the influences of culture would be particularly evident, because such 
unsettledness produces people’s explicit consideration of their position and the 
appropriate cultural tools for different exigencies. She also considered whether a new 
cultural model emerging during social change would thrive or perish and concluded that 
this outcome is subject to the structural resources and the strategies of action that people 
choose to adopt. This echoes Sewell’s (1992) argument that cultural schema must be 
validated by resources for its prolonged existence. 
In children and childhood studies, it has been postulated that children’s agency should 
be understood within their cultural contexts (James, 2010; Punch & Tisdall, 2012; 
Shanahan, 2007), because children, family and intergenerational relationships can be 
defined differently across cultures (James, 2007; Punch & Tisdall, 2012), and 
significantly, the children are also making their own culture through their own creative 
ways of participation and appropriation (Corsaro, 1985). Using a tool kit approach to 
understand culture can assist in capturing such complexities in children’s cultural 
contexts. As this current study is conducted in contemporary China, a society 
experiencing great social transition, the tool kit approach would appear to be potentially 
very helpful for addressing on-going cultural traditions and any changes that have been 
occurring.   
It has been argued that compared with western individualism, Chinese society is 
relation-oriented or situation-oriented and considerable weight is placed on social 
interdependence, social harmoniousness, relationship-centreness, and maintaining an 
interpersonal equilibrium (Hsu, 1948; Lam, 1997; Yang, 1981). This relationalism is a 
central value that shapes Chinese people’s preferences, choices, actions and meaning 
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construction (Hwang, 2000; Tseng, 1973; Yang, 1981). Against this backdrop, 
children’s development can be understood as the “self-in-relational network” referring 
to a process of connecting and relating, which is quite different from the western notion 
of developing the autonomous self (Lam, 1997). Such cultural understanding has 
shaped the notions of children, family and parent-child relationship in China and thus 
could influence children’s views of life and choices as well as their actions (Shek, 2004; 
Tseng, 1973; Yip, 1998).  
Filial piety (xiao) is the core value underpinning Chinese family life and stresses 
harmonious intergenerational relationships within families (Yeh, Yi, Tsao, & Wan, 
2013). It provides a set of rules to guide parent-child interaction in terms of mutual 
obligation, methods for parenting and manners of communication and social interaction 
(Kim, 2006). That is, parents are obliged to nurture and instruct children, whilst the 
children are expected to respect their parents, show obedience to them, take care of them 
when they are old and make efforts to honour the family (Goh & Kuczynski, 2009; Ho, 
1987; Wang & Dai, 2009). Such values enforce the image of authoritative parents along 
with that of the dutiful and obedient child (Goh & Kuczynski, 2009; Ho, 1981). 
Accordingly, “guan” is the central notion for traditional Chinese parenting practice, 
which literarily means to control or govern but also implies a degree of involvement, 
love, care and concern (Chao, 1983). It is assumed that this type of parental control is 
favourable rather than damaging to children’s development and should be understood 
by the children as a natural extension of high parental expectations (Chao & Sue, 1996). 
If a Chinese parent were not to practise guan with the child, he or she would be regarded 
as uncaring, irresponsible and negligent (M. Y. Wu, 2013). Yet, the practice of guan also 
entails a traditional gender division of labour, for the father is expected to be a 
psychologically distant figure to children and behave in a more controlling and awe-
inspiring way (Goh & Kuczynski, 2009; Ho, 1996), whilst mothers should assume the 
warm, tender and nurturing role to provide for the child’s physical well-being, offer 
emotional support and attend to his/her everyday needs (Wu & Tseng, 1985). 
Another prominent value in Chinese culture is a belief in the importance of education. 
This is deeply rooted in the Chinese historical tradition that started over 2,000 years ago 
in order to select candidates as government officials through academic examinations 
(Yan, 1991). Since that time, education has become gradually accepted as the best 
means to promote a family’s social status, wealth, and reputation, with being educated 
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itself even gradually becoming viewed as an honour and a symbol of the improved 
status of the family (Kipnis, 2009; Lum & Char, 1985). Given this tradition, children’s 
success in academic performance brings about joy and “mian zi” (face) to their parents 
and the whole family. Thus Chinese parents attach great significance to academic 
achievement, regarding children’s schooling as their primary responsibility (Hwang, 
2004). Parents’ high expectations and the strict discipline they exert regarding children’s 
educational achievement have become commonplace and culturally encouraged 
practices (M. Y. Wu, 2013). 
China has undergone major changes concerning family structure, parenting ideologies 
and childrearing values during the course of the last three decades owing to drastic 
social transformation, western influences and the one-child family policy (Chen, 
2000; Tobin, Wu & Davidson, 1989; Wang, Leichtman, & White, 1998). With respect 
to this, it has been reported that some contemporary Chinese parents exhibit 
modifications towards traditional culture that emphasize behavioural discipline and 
emotional restraint (Tobin et al., 1989), and have come to express more concerns about 
children’s emotional needs, autonomy, personal efficacy and self-expression (Markus 
& Kitayama, 1991; Wang & Brockmeier, 2002; Wang, 2013). There are also scholars 
who contend that in today’s China, children’s economic value has been replaced by their 
emotional and psychological value, and that traditional ideas, which dictate that children 
should obey and not talk back, have gradually been replaced by a new tolerance of 
assertive children (Goh & Kuczynski, 2009; Ho, 1996; Jing, 2000; Zheng, Shi, & Tang, 
2005). In general, these changes could bring about new family dynamics whereby 
children have increased power to influence their family life (Goh & Kuczynski, 2009). 
Nonetheless, Hong (2013) pointed out that it is important to bear in mind that although 
childrearing values are changing, families in different social classes adopt various paces 
towards this, and, in particular, lower class and rural families might be more likely to 
maintain their traditional values. Therefore, culture should not be examined as a fixed 
concept, but as a dynamic and fluid process of interaction with structure and agency.  
 
3.4. Conceptual Framework and Research Questions 
Based on the above discussions, an integrated framework is tailored to this research. 
James (2010, p. 492) described the nature of a framework in the field of childhood 
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studies by using the metaphor of weaving fabric: 
“I want to use the analogy of weaving in order to suggest a way in which the 
different threads that separately contribute to what we refer to as childhood 
studies can be woven together and integrated into a single piece of cloth, the 
basic dimensions of which are bounded by recognition of children…therefore 
enable us to focus on, analyse, and understand, both the commonalities and the 
diversities around which childhood proliferate.”  
To capture the cloth and its constituent threads, empirical studies need to be conducted 
that bridge the gap between different traditions and achieve theoretical integration 
(Shanahan, 2007). Thus, this research adopts this orientation so as to integrate agency, 
structure and culture.  
The literature review has revealed that existing research on left behind children has 
perceived structure and culture as external structuring properties, rather than 
constituting elements in a dynamic process, and therefore researchers have failed to 
explain effectively the interrelationships among structure, culture and agency. To 
facilitate understanding of left-behind children’s experiences in a dynamic, culturally 
and contextually specific way, the framework used for this study links structure, culture 
and agency together: on the one hand, structure and culture can shape children’s agency 
through conditioning resources and constraints; on the other, children can reproduce 
and reconfigure structure and culture by exercising agency (Emirbayer & Mische, 1998; 
Giddens, 1984; Sewell, 1992). Moreover, the relationship between structure and culture 
is also mutually sustaining (Sewell, 1992; Swidler, 1986). 
Explicating the interaction among structure, culture, and agency contributes to 
explaining the dynamic process of living with parents’ migration. As shown in figure 1, 
a framework is proposed to shed light on how left-behind children experience parents’ 
migration and exercise agency to negotiate with structural and cultural contexts. Yet, it 
should be emphasized that the three concepts presented here are regarded as “sensitizing 
concepts”, which “gives the user a general sense of reference and guidance in 
approaching empirical instances” (Blumer, 1954, p. 7). Therefore, although this 
framework orients the research process, it is open to revision and reconstruction. 
Based on this framework, the following research questions are formulated:  
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1. How do left behind children experience their life with parents’ migration? 
2. How do children practice agency to interact with structure and culture when living 
with parents’ migration?  
Figure 3. Conceptual Framework 
 
As indicated in these questions, the children’s perspective is the focal concern of this 
study, and the intention is to collect research data primarily through in-depth interviews 
with children. Additional information from caregivers, teachers and peers will be 
collected so as to locate children’s experiences in their local contexts.   
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Chapter IV Research Methodology 
As elaborated on in the previous chapters, the aim in this study is to explore how left-
behind children experience their life with their parents’ migration and how they exercise 
agency to deal with this. Given these purposes, a qualitative approach is employed to 
address the research questions. In this chapter, details of the research process are 
provided in terms of the research site, sampling, data collection, and data analysis. In 
addition, ethical concerns are addressed in the last section, with an extra emphasis being 
placed on the special considerations that need to be taken into account when conducting 
research with children.  
 
4.1. Research Design  
This research follows the epistemological stance of interpretivism, which emphasizes 
the meaning people ascribe to their experiences and actions (Bryman, 2008). In contrast 
with positivism, whose proponents insist on the objective nature of research, 
interpretivism advocates that social scientists should attain empathetic understanding of 
the interpretations of research participants (Bryman, 2008), and this is in line with the 
focus on children’s perspective in this study. Moreover, the researcher is aware that the 
presentation of data also involves interpretation of the children’s narratives, which is 
inevitably influenced by some normative presumptions and the choice of conceptual 
framework (Bryman, 2008; Butler & Pugh 2003), even though efforts have been made 
to stay close to children’s points of view as much as possible.  
The choice of research methodology is shaped by the research questions and the 
contexts of the study (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000). As the research questions raised for 
this study focus on the experience and agency of left-behind children, my stress is 
placed upon their subjective interpretation and the unfolding process, wherein they 
exercise agency to interact with their relational contexts and the broader political, social, 
and cultural environment. These constitute the reasons underpinning the justification 
for espousing a qualitative approach, which, it has been argued, offers the following: 
the highlighting of participants’ experiences, perspectives and histories; a focus on 
dynamic social and cultural environments in which the participants live; and a clear 
emphasis on the processual as opposed to static conceptions of the world (Creswell, 
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2007; Denzin & Lincoln, 2000; Padgett, 2008).  
To gather detailed adequate information, a multi-method approach is employed for data 
collection, including in-depth interviews, focus group interviews, participant 
observation, and documentary records. Although the focal research participants are left-
behind children, other stakeholders, such as parents, caregivers, teachers, and peers are 
accessed as sources so as to provide contextual information. This research design is 
tailored to address the research questions raised in chapter three, that is, (1) how do left-
behind children experience their life with their parents’ migration; and (2) how do 
children practice their agency to interact with the structure and culture when living with 
their parents’ migration?  
The focal points of these two research questions rest on developing a holistic 
understanding of children’s experiences of being left behind and an in-depth explanation 
of the dynamics of their experiences and exercise of agency. To assure breadth of 
understanding, a maximum variation principle is adopted for the participants’ selection, 
so as to reveal the different perspectives of left-behind children who have between them 
a variety of features, whilst to pursue depth of explanation, multiple interviews are 
conducted with every participant to allow for further exploration of the themes emerging 
from previous interviews (Creswell, 2005; Fetterman, 1998).  
 
4.2. The Research Process 
4.2.1. Research site and contexts 
The research questions shape the selection of the research site and the population for 
study (Fetterman, 1998). However, the researcher must note the limitations of her study 
from the outset and, in this instance it should be acknowledged that left-behind children 
in rural China are a heterogeneous group in terms of geographical, social, and cultural 
differences (Duan & Yang, 2008). Thus, this study can only touch upon a specific part 
of this huge target population. Furthermore, the selection of the research site largely 
depends on the possibility for access and subsequently, success in building a rapport 
with potential participants. A middle school in the rural Yiyang City of Hunan Province 
was chosen for this research and the justification for this selection is as follows. First, 
Hunan is one of the main provinces for sending out migrants, and thus, hosts large 
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numbers of children left behind by rural migrant workers. In 2010, there were over 10 
million migrant workers out of the total population of 70 million in Hunan, among these 
68.9% have their job outside Hunan province and 53.9% are based in Guangdong 
(Hunan Bureau of Statistics, 2011). The number of left-behind children was estimated 
to be approximately 4.35 million, making 7.13% of the national gross number of this 
population group (Duan et al., 2013). Second, Yiyang is my hometown and so my 
personal network facilitated entry to the field. Moreover, my knowledge of the local 
dialect meant there could be effective interaction with local residents, which is crucial 
for understanding the local contexts. Third, a school was deemed an ideal place for a 
researcher to get access to a wide range of children and learn about their daily routines 
and various situations. It could also serve as a base for outreach to the nearby 
communities. However, despite there being many advantages emerging from my 
position as a native to the region, there are the potential risks of insider bias that should 
be acknowledged. This issue was addressed through constant self-examination, 
reflection, and detachment as discussed later in this chapter (Van Heugten, 2004). 
The community and the school 
The school I was based in is located in Fugui Zhen (note: Zhen is a bureaucratic level 
in China that governs multiple villages), situated 20 miles from the city of Yiyang, and 
40 miles from Changcha, the capital of Hunan Province. It is convenient for residents 
in Fugui to travel to neighbouring Guangdong Province, the most popular destination 
of migration by Hunan people, either by train (about five hours) or coach (about eight 
to 10 hours of travel).  
Fugui has a geographical area of 96 square kilometres, and consists of 21 villages and 
a community centre. It is mainly an agricultural society, with only a small industrial 
sector that consists of 10 private factories. According to local governmental officials, in 
2010 the factories had around 200 workers, and the annual value of production per unit 
ranged from one hundred thousand to three million RMB (1 RMB approximately equals 
0.1 Pound). In the centre of Fugui Zhen, there is a shopping street with several shops, 
restaurants, mahjong rooms, and a wangba (the internet cafe equivalent in China). In 
addition, each village has one or two grocery shops with most of the outlets and 
restaurants being family owned and run. In general, the community itself can provide 
very few non-agricultural jobs, and so it is understandable that many villagers have to 
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migrate out for work in order to make money to support their families. 
In 2010 Fugui had a total population of 52,000, and from this over 10,000 individuals 
migrated out for work, which is nearly one out of five people, indicating that a large 
number of residents depend on migration for their economic resources. According to 
the data provided by local governmental officials, in 2010 the annual net income per 
capita of Fugui was 5,945 RMB, which was slightly higher than the province average 
of 5,622 RMB and nearly the same as national average of 5,919 RMB. Furthermore, 
they estimated that migrant workers’ earnings contributed more than 50% of the average 
income level in Fugui. There are no clear data regarding the salary of migrant workers 
in Fugui, but the Hunan Bureau of Statistics provides relevant information at the 
provincial level. These statistics show that, in 2010, the monthly salary of a migrant 
worker was 1,304 RMB, with 50% of migrant workers’ salaries being higher than 1,200 
RMB. Just 3.2% of them had a salary between 2,400 and 3,400 RMB, while only 2% 
had a salary that was in excess of 3,000 RMB per month (Hunan Bureau of Statistics, 
2011). The migrant workers from Fugui were employed mainly in manufacturing, 
construction, and low status service sectors. This reflected a similar pattern found across 
the whole province, with 52.8% of migrants working in manufacturing, 13.7% in 
construction, and 11.9% in service sectors (Hunan Bureau of Statistics, 2011).  
The fieldwork site, Yucai Middle School, is the only junior secondary school in Fugui. 
And two separate junior secondary schools were merged to form it in 2006. The main 
reasons for the merger were: first, the numbers of students were declining due to the 
falling birth rates and out migration of children. With regards to the latter point, some 
children migrated with their parents to study in their town of work, and others were 
being sent to schools in the city of Yiyang for a better education once their family’s 
economic situation began to improve. Second, the Chinese central government 
proposed that the merger of schools could enhance the quality of education provided in 
rural areas by concentrating resources and qualified teaching staff within larger 
institutions.  
The school has one four storey building for teaching, one newly built five storey 
building for student accommodation, one big assembly hall, two small sports grounds, 
and several old brick buildings used to accommodate the library, administrative office 
and staff residency. It had 81 teachers and six janitors, and 70% of the teachers had 
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received university or college education in 2010. There were in total 1,038 students, 
among them 420 were boarding in the school. The latter group included all the Grade 9 
students, and a few left-behind children with both parents’ migrating out as well as a 
few students whose homes are very distant from the school. The school hosts Grades 7, 
8, and 9, with six classes in each grade and about 60 students in each class. There is a 
head teacher called “ban zhuren” in every class who is tasked with the discipline, care 
and supervision of the students besides his/her regular teaching duties.  
The curriculum is designed by the Education Department of the province and includes 
Chinese, maths, English, chemistry, physics, politics, history, biology, geography, sports, 
and music. Students sit graduation examinations in Grades 8 (for biology and geography) 
and 9 (for the remaining subjects), and their scores determine whether they can be 
admitted to a key or an ordinary high school. According to the headmaster, more than 
80% of the students enter high school, which is a very high proportion for rural 
communities. Regarding the rest, most of them attend a vocational high school and only 
a few return home for employment in agricultural work or migrate out to look for work.  
To keep up their good reputation, the Yucai Middle School practices a very strict and 
intensive teaching style. The tight daily schedule (see figure 4) governs the school day, 
and even the after school hours for boarding students. In particular, all the Grade 9 
students are required to board in the school so as to have concentrated time to prepare 
for their graduation examinations. This is the reason why I did not attempt to include 
Grade 9 students in my study cohort for the school staff would regard their participation 
as a significant distraction. Moreover, all courses except for sports and music are tested 
twice a term, in the mid and end of term examinations. The students’ results are ranked 
and posted on a public noticeboard, with the best performing at the top and the worst at 
the bottom. As part of his/her duties the ban zhuren informs the parents of these 
examination results and asks them to give further encouragement as well as to put 
pressure on their children.   
 
Figure 4. The daily schedule of Yucai Middle School 
Get up 06:00 
Morning sports exercise 06:20——06:30 
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Self-study session 06:40——07:30 
Breakfast 07:30——07:55 
Morning reading 08:00——08:30 
First lesson 08:40——09:25 
Second lesson 09:35——10:20 
Sports exercise 10:25——10:35 
Third lesson 10:45——11:30 
Eye exercise 11:40——11:45 
Fourth lesson 11:45——12:30 
Lunch 12:30——13:10 
Fifth lesson 13:15——14:00 
Sixth lesson 14:10——14:55 
Seventh lesson 15:05——15:50 
Self-study session 16:00——16:40 





First session 18:10——19:00 
Second session 19:10——20:00 
Third session 20:10——21:00 
Wash time 21:00——21:25 
Sleep 21:30 
Regarding the left-behind children, the headmaster told me before my fieldwork 
commenced that they made up more than 30% of the students. However, according to a 
file I unearthed in the school administrative system, only 141 out of 1,038 were reported 
to the Municipal Bureau of Education in Yiyang as being left-behind children. To follow 
this up, I discussed with every ban zhuren in Grades 7 and 8 about the general situation 
of left-behind children, and they told me there were about 40% to 50% of their students 
had one or both parents migrating out. This confirmed for me that the official 
governmental statistics were not very accurate with respect to recording this 
phenomenon. Moreover, I read school documents that showed that in this particular 
school a system has been built up that assigns ban zhuren to act as substitute parents for 
left-behind children in the classes for which they are responsible. When I queried this 
matter, the school office administrator told me that this was just a paper exercise that 
had been carried out to deal with a task that had been sent down from above, that is, it 
was a directive from various government offices, including the Municipal Bureau of 
Education. In fact, it emerged that no extra resources were allocated to the school for 
the implementation of the initiative and the teachers who had already complained of 
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being overburdened with on average 60 students in one class had not taken up this 
additional duty seriously.  
4.2.2. Access, entry and preparation 
I began to search for a potential school from early June 2010. I mobilized my network 
in my hometown to find a suitable one that had a relatively high proportion of left-
behind children, which was willing to host me and was likely to be cooperative and 
supportive regarding my research. At the end of August, I chose the Yucai Middle 
School as the best fit.   
I was introduced to the school headmaster by one of my relatives. The school head 
offered me a separate office and allowed me to work as an independent researcher from 
the middle of September onwards. As a first step, I explained my research to all the 
school administrators and ban zhuren in their weekly meetings and asked for their 
support. Then, I made frequent visits to their offices and held a series of interviews with 
them. Through these initial contacts, I collected some background information about 
the school, the classes and students, and built up relationships with the teachers. During 
this time, I asked the headmaster for his approval to read many school documents and I 
obtained official files about the operation of the school and the situation of left-behind 
children. I also interviewed each of the 12 ban zhuren about the general characteristics 
of the students (esp. left-behind children) in the class and the general features of their 
families. 
For the next step, I asked one ban zhuren of Grade 7 and one of Grade 8 to introduce 
me to two left-behind children: one child with both parents migrating and one with only 
the father migrating. I briefed my research to them separately during the class break, 
and gained their consent to further discuss it after school in my office. Then, in the 
meetings after school, I explained my research to them in detail and gained their signed 
informed consent. After that, I interviewed them in the time they suggested. However, 
it turned out that I was a little bit rushed in the way I went about this. Although I behaved 
in a very friendly manner, serving them candies and hot drinks, and the children told 
me they were willing to help, I sensed they still were quite reserved when talking with 




To address this I adjusted my recruitment process and decided to start again using from 
the outset a warm up strategy to create a supportive environment that made the students 
feel more involved in my research. With the ban zhurens’ permission, I went to every 
class to introduce myself to all the students, telling them who I was, what I was doing, 
how I was doing my research, what support I would need from them, and discussed with 
them what I could possibly do for them. I emphasized my role as a PhD student who 
needed to prepare for my exams for graduation by doing this research. In so doing, I 
especially highlighted my student status, pointing out that I was, in some ways equal to 
them, and asked them to call me Lina rather than laoshi (the respectful term for teacher). 
This proved to be very helpful in building an equal relationship between us and in 
further meetings, helped the children to express their ideas, concerns, and feelings in a 
much more relax way. 
After this stage of introducing myself, I started to visit the classrooms during the class 
breaks, mingling with the students to find out some ideas about their life in the school. 
At the same time, I used every chance to provide further explanations to them what 
research is, and clarified that I was not a teacher. I also invited them to have a look at 
my office at lunch time. When some students did come, I chatted with them about the 
routines of school life, and offered them the opportunity to wash their lunch boxes using 
the tap water in my office (to avoid competing with the crowds in the canteen). When 
they left, I could feel they sensed I was not like their teacher, but still appeared curious 
about what a researcher would do in their school. Thereafter, I initiated some 
preliminary focus groups and invited a few children, who were chosen from those who 
had volunteered to participate through a “lucky draw” (as suggested by the children 
themselves), to come my office and talk together about their daily life and their feelings 
about it. The children felt more at ease, were more willing to talk when in a group and 
slowly began to understand what I meant by the term research. When they went back to 
their class, they would often tell their classmates how interesting the talk had been and 
how many novel things they had seen or tasted in my office. In addition, when a few 
days had passed after the focus group event, the children realized that I had not disclosed 
anything they had said to any of the teachers. An outcome of this was that they felt safe 
to share their thoughts and experiences with me. Through this process, I not only built 
up a trusting relationship with children, but also learned a lot about their lives and, for 
myself, became better prepared for the in-depth interviewing.    
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4.2.3. Sampling  
As discussed in the first section of this chapter, maximum variation sampling (Creswell, 
2005) is employed in this study to select left-behind children. That is, children with 
different characteristics were chosen to increase the possibility of disclosing diverse 
perspectives regarding the research questions. At the beginning of the fieldwork, age, 
gender, personal character, family’s economic status, living arrangements, years spent 
being left behind, and academic/behavioural performance were the criteria for case 
selection, as informed by the reviewed literature. As the field work progressed, several 
other criteria were added in light of my growing knowledge about the children’s 
situations, such as their parents’ occupation, whether they had experience of a returned 
parent, and time spent in their parents’ work town. Following the advice given to me by 
my internal examiners during the transfer viva for this study, one boy who had left 
school was also invited to participate in this research in order to capture the voices of 
this very small minority group of children. Regarding this, according to the school 
administrators, only five students quit school in last year. By the end of the fieldwork, 
in total, 16 children had been recruited as the focal research participants. They were 
aged 11 to 14 years, nine of them had both parents who were undertaking migration, six 
with only the father and one with the mother. A detailed profile of each of these 
participants is enclosed in Appendix 1. 
4.2.4. Data collection 
In this study, the in-depth interview was the main research method deployed to explore 
left-behind children’s experiences. In addition, focus groups, participant observation, 
and documents were used to gather supplementary data about these children’s living, 
study and local sociocultural contexts.  
At least two in-depth interviews were conducted with every selected participant, with 
the first one focusing on their accounts of their current life and their feelings about 
parents’ migration and the second, following up the topics that had emerged previously 
so as to explore their reflections, actions and aspirations regarding these. As illustrated 
in the question list (Appendix 2), the interview tool was designed as semi-structured in 
format, with every question being open-ended to leave space for the participants’ free 
expression. Due to the tight schedule in the school, one complete interview was often 
divided into two or three short sessions (lasting 15 to 30 minutes each). Where the 
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children agreed with my suggestion for a home visit, I would try to arrange one 
interview in the home setting, in case the school environment made them nervous or 
resulted in them having a tendency to over emphasize the issues relating to school at 
the expense of what happened outside. With the consent of children, I also interviewed 
two temporarily returned migrant parents, three left-behind mothers and five substitute 
caregivers, on a convenience basis during the home visits, so as to obtain more 
information about the children’s family circumstances. 
As mentioned above, the focus group interviews were conducted as a warm up, serving 
as a preparatory strategy. Some were initiated by the researcher (27 in total), with five 
to seven children chosen from one class, attending on a voluntary basis, while others 
were formed by the children themselves (six interviews in total), for instance a group 
of friends would come to my office and ask me to “do research” with them. The round 
of focus groups helped me to gain a clear understand regarding the general life of the 
children living in that specific rural area, build rapport with them and screen for 
potential focal cases.  
Scholars advise that through participant observation a researcher can “combine 
participation in the lives of people under study with maintenance of a professional 
distance that allows adequate observation and recording of data” (Fetterman, 1998, pp. 
34-35). With permission of the teachers, during every day that I spent in the school I 
would visit their classrooms during the break and join students’ activities in sports 
classes. I also offered my office as a place for children to relax after school, chatting 
with them and providing books, magazines and music for their entertainment, 
depending on what they had raised was of interest to them during our introductory 
meeting. The home visits during weekends provided another opportunity for me to 
observe their living environment closely. In general, through these occasions of 
participant observation, I gained further knowledge about the social contexts of the 
children’s lives, such as the care arrangements, material conditions, everyday activities, 
routine events and interpersonal interactions. As a record of my activities a brief field 
note was written down every day, either right after the observation, or when I returned 
home.   
With the permission of the school administrators, pertinent school documents were 
reviewed and copied to provide basic information about the operation of the school and 
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the general situation of the students. These papers included, but were not limited to 
school policies and regulations, course arrangements for every class, the time schedule 
for students, records of major school events, name lists of students (with basic 
background information), records of students’ examination results, awards and 
punishments for the past two years, and statistics regarding data on left-behind children 
in the school. Local government officials also provided relevant documents about the 
socioeconomic environment of Fugui Zhen and basic statistics on migration. 
4.2.5. Data analysis 
All in-depth interviews were recorded and transcribed with these transcripts serving as 
the main source of data for analysis. The scripts used were kept in Chinese, because it 
was felt that translation to English would result in the loss of original subtle meanings, 
whereas the original Chinese texts would stay close to the focal contexts. The excerpts 
quoted in this thesis have been translated into English. Considerable effort has been 
made to retain the original meanings, but it has to be admitted that the genre of 
children’s talk and the specific vocabularies they used in their local contexts are not 
easily transmitted in translation.  
My data analysis is mainly guided by the research questions and the three core concepts 
in the theoretical framework, namely structure, culture and agency (Yin, 2009). The 
analysis process follows the three core elements of qualitative research analysis: coding 
the data, making categorical aggregation, and displaying and comparing (Madison, 
2005; Miles & Huberman, 1994; Wolcott, 1994).  
Coding is both conceptually and data driven (Gibbs, 2002). First, every participant’s 
transcripts were read several times and coded. Initially, the coding was highly 
descriptive using their original words. It focused on the children’s expressions of their 
experiences living with their parents’ migration, their exercising of agency and their 
cultural and structural contexts. The emerging themes indicated that the children shared 
inconsistent feelings about parents’ migration. Then I explored the relationships among 
these themes, and three pairs of interwoven aggregated themes / categories were 
identified, namely, money and love, lonely and free, here and there. Based on these 
emergent themes, eventually the meta-theme ambivalence was constructed to capture 
the children’s experiences.  
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Further, relationships between the different themes under each category (including the 
conceptual categories of structure, culture and agency) were examined by going back 
to revisit each child’s narratives. A summary card was created for every participating 
child, with the themes outlined under each category and linking arrows drawn between 
them to denote any connections. Then, commonalities and differences across the cases 
were examined as well as the links among the children’s different experiences, strategies 
of action, and structural and cultural contexts were established for presentation in the 
three findings chapters. Finally, through a dialogical process between the research 
findings and the theoretical understanding of the concepts, an integrated framework was 
proposed and thus, a theoretical contribution was made to the study of left-behind 
children.   
 
4.3. Ethical Issues 
Informed by the literature that stresses the special ethical considerations of conducting 
research with children (Butler, Scanlan, Robinson, Douglas, & Murch, 2003; Boyden 
& Ennew, 1997), this researcher was determined to design her study in a child friendly 
way that respected their choices, encouraged their participation and protected them from 
harm. Consequently, a series of strategies was employed to address ethical concerns 
pertaining to research with children, besides the general procedures applying to the 
adults, such as teachers and caregivers, who participated in the study. These general 
strategies included the verbal introduction of the nature of the research project and the 
identity of the researcher as a PhD student from the University of Bath as well as an 
informed consent letter (Appendix 3) in which the research purpose and method, the 
protection of privacy, and their rights to decline participation were detailed. 
As described in the above, a warm up strategy was adopted to help the children better 
understand the research, be more willing to participate, and feel more at ease when 
talking with me. By emphasizing our shared status of being students, the distance 
between the researcher and the children was, to some extent, bridged, and hence, an 
equal dialogue was made possible. Moreover, the preliminary focus group work and 
engagement with the children in their leisure time activities also enhanced our mutual 
understanding and level of trust. These all allowed me to learn about their language and 
preferences that proved to be helpful for our communication. 
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The children’s informed consent letter (Appendix 4) was specifically designed, being 
written in a language they could easily understand, printed in a cartoon font they liked 
with the addition of different colours to highlight key words. It told the participants that 
involvement in this research project was confidential, voluntary and assured them that 
they could: decide the time and location of the interview; invite anyone they liked to 
join the interview; choose whether to have the interview recorded or not; give their 
approval (or not) to the researcher holding an interview with their parents, caregivers or 
significant others; contact the researcher after being interviewed by telephone, 
messenger or email; and, withdraw from the project at any time without this having any 
impact or implication for them in any aspect of their home or school life. Besides giving 
each individual the printed letter, the researcher read the whole of its contents to the 
children, answered any questions they raised, and then asked them to sign the paper if 
they agreed to participate. In carrying out all of these steps, the researcher aimed to 
make the children feel they were being respected and could gain a sense of control over 
the research process.   
The researcher closely attended to the children’s emotional state while interviewing 
them. When an individual appeared reluctant to answer a certain question, I did not push 
them but shifted to another topic. Moreover, on occasion the interviewing provoked 
some strong emotional reactions, such as when one girl cried heavily when telling me 
she was worried that mother and father would divorce. At this point, I terminated further 
questioning, gave time for her emotional expression, and asked if she wanted additional 
support, such as a telephone call, a talk to her teachers or friends, or needed to ask for a 
short absence from the school to have a period of rest in which to recover. 
Moreover, the researcher made sure all information solicited from the participants was 
kept in strict confidence and treated anonymously with pseudonyms used in place of 
locations and names of the school, villages and the participants. The children and other 
research participants were informed of the strict confidential nature of this study and 
any exceptional circumstances under which this confidentiality could be broken, i.e. 
when the information provided implicates harm or a crime. The collected data was kept 
in secure locations, such as locked in the drawer or cabinet in my school office or stored 
at home with electronic formats being saved in files secured with an encryption key on 
my personal computer. 
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Chapter V Money and Love 
Money and love have been focused upon as two core themes in the study of left-behind 
children. A large number of studies have identified the benefits of money on these 
children through researching remittance (Adams & Page, 2005; Antman, 2011; James, 
1991; Koc & Onan, 2004; Liang, Li, & Ma, 2013; Lu, 2014; Russel, 1986; Stark & 
Lucas, 1988), while others have been more concerned about the emotional costs for 
them due to family separation and lack of parental love and care (Cortes, 2008; Jones 
et al., 2004; Pottinger, 2005; Ye et al., 2005; Yeoh & Lam, 2007). Yet, Olwig (1999) 
argued that money could act as a strong social presence of migrant parents for left-
behind children and could be accepted by them as a currency of love and care. Parreñas 
(2005) also found that sending remittances could be an effective strategy to maintain 
the intimate relations between migrants and their left-behind families, even though it is 
commodified.  
In this study, data analysis identifies that love and money are two intertwined themes 
emerging from left-behind children’s narratives about their lives after their parents’ 
migration. In the eyes of these children, money can be a currency to convey their parents’ 
love and care for them, but it cannot be a substitute for their physical and emotional 
presence. That is, they enjoyed the benefits of economic improvement, but meanwhile 
longed for the warmth of their parents’ care and company. Through investigating the 
interconnected themes of money and love, this chapter illustrates such mixed feelings 
towards parental migration among left-behind children, and explicates the process by 
which they exercise agency to negotiate their structural and cultural contexts to deal 
with their struggles.     
 
5.1. Money Matters 
According to my preliminary focus group and the interviews with left-behind children 
in the school, making money for their sake was commonly used by migrant parents as 
their explanation to their children for their working away from home. However, they 
did not just passively accept their parents’ accounts. Through their own experiences and 
practices regarding various monetary issues like education, housing, or daily 
consumption, they came to understand how important money was, and hence, to 
 63 
 
acknowledge the significance of their parents’ migration as well as learn to appreciate 
the sacrifices they were making to provide for them.    
5.1.1. Education 
Education is one of the most important items of spending for a Chinese family (Brown, 
2006), for it is not only regarded as the utmost means to achieve family future success, 
but being educated itself is an honour and a symbol of improved status of the family 
(Kipnis, 2009). This cultural value has deeply shaped Chinese people’s living strategy 
in terms of how they distribute their resources and construct their choices (Chen & Uttal, 
1988). It has been documented that making money for children’s education is among 
the main reasons for Chinese villagers’ choice of rural-urban migration (Li, 2001; Lu, 
2012; Hu, 2012). In the school of my fieldwork, several left-behind children mentioned 
that their parents said they were migrating to earn money for their education and would 
never let them drop out of school just because of lack of money. Moreover, they asked 
the children to study hard to show that they deserved their sacrifice.  
Rarely did any of the left-behind children in my study question their parents’ using 
education as their justification for migration. For the resources that their parents put into 
their education had substantiated their claims, which led to their children accepting their 
accounts. In fact, all the left-behind children in my study seemed to have more or less 
experienced the improvement that their parents’ migration brought to their education. 
When I asked the question “how does your parents’ migration influence your life?”, 
almost all would tell me stories about them being generous with purchasing educational 
resources after they had made money outside, such as bringing back tutorial and extra-
curriculum books, Fu Du Ji (recorder with special functions designed for learning 
English), Xue Xi Ji (a handy micro-notebook pre-installed with tutorial books, videos 
and software), or sending them to crammer school or other talent training. The following 
narrative from Nini was a typical answer among the left-behind children I interviewed. 
She was a 13 year old girl in Grade 8 and her parents had been working away in Panyu, 
Guangdong Province, since she was only two or three years old. She was left with her 
paternal grandparents when they left and had stayed with them for almost seven years. 
Her mother came back with her new born brother when she was 10, but the father was 
still working outside in Zhejiang to provide for the family, with a monthly income of 
4,000 to 5,000 yuan (or kuai in spoken language). 
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“When dad and mum just started their work in Guandong, our income was not very 
stable… We had not our own house… There was no telephone (at grandparents’)… 
I had nothing more than the textbooks and pencils… Our situation got better after 
that… They began to give me spare money to buy extra-curriculum books and 
stationery… then we built up the new house… 3 or 4 years ago… Last year dad 
bought me an expensive Xue Xi Ji from Guangdong. It costs more than 1,000 kuai, 
nearly double the price of those sold in local stores, (those) that my classmates get 
from their parents… Now I am attending crammer school… (It costs) over 800 kuai 
a year.” 
Nini seemed to quite enjoy the increased educational spending and expressed how she 
was very proud of her parents’ capability and generosity when she talked about the 
positive changes in her education. Moreover, her narrative shows that she had clearly 
identified the connection between these economic improvements and their migration, 
through recalling past experiences of poverty, and making comparison with present 
situation. Nini also knew the money that was earned from their migration embodied her 
parents’ hardship and sacrifice, acting as a symbol for their concerns for her education 
and future.  
“Dad said he will support me to study as much as I want, and he always bought me 
the best stationery… I know they (dad and mum) have very high expectation on 
me… They wish I could go to university and have a different life (from theirs)…I 
know dad and mum are sacrificing for me. It is hard for dad working outside 
alone…If it is not for me, dad and mum would not live separately.” 
In China, the culture of filial piety requires parents to try their best to educate and 
nurture their children, with the expectation that the children will make efforts to achieve 
success so as to honour the family and, in so doing, pay back the parents (Ho, 1996). 
By offering unconditional support for the daughter’s education, Nini’s parents were 
fulfilling their duty towards the younger generation and looking forward to her helping 
the family become upwardly mobile -- “go to university and have a different life”, thus 
avoiding repetition of their hardship of working and living away from home. Nini very 
much identified with her parents and was trying hard to pursue their family goals. More 
than once in our interviews, she expressed her gratefulness towards them and her 
determination to achieve success through academic advancement; she studied very hard 
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and was often ranked 1st or 2nd in her class. 
“I am self-disciplined (with my study)… I will always finish my homework first, 
before I do other things… Now it’s approaching the graduation exams of Biology 
and Geography, and I feel high pressure…I often study till over 10:00 pm… It’s 
not just for the exam scores... (but) more for the future… to grow up to be a capable 
person, and pay back my parents.” 
Apparently, Nini did not like the status quo of her family with “dad working outside 
alone” and living separately from them. Nevertheless, she was still able to make the 
realistic judgment that her father’s migration was a necessary sacrifice to secure her 
educational investment and enhance the family’s prospects. As illustrated in the analysis 
above, this judgment involved a process in which Nini put a high level of consciousness 
to deliberating about the present dilemma between educational investment and father’s 
presence, through reflecting on the past and projecting to future. This is in line with the 
practical evaluative element of agency in that it entails the capacity to make deliberate 
decisions in response to the problematic situation faced in the present (Emirbayer & 
Mische, 1998).  
Moreover, Nini’s choice of studying hard demonstrated the projective element of her 
agency to transform the difficult situations of the family in the future. She knew that as 
a child she was not able to change fundamentally the status quo of her family at the 
present, but had to move beyond present contexts to negotiate a “hypothetical resolution” 
(Emirbayer & Mische, 1998, p. 990), to “grow up to be a capable person”, and thus, be 
able to help the whole family to step out of the current difficult situation in the future. 
The culture of educational importance together with parental expectation and generous 
investment had enabled Nini to choose education as her pathway to achieve success, yet 
it still required the exercise of agency for her to make efforts to fully engage in her 
studies and achieve high marks.  
Among the left-behind children I interviewed, some of them were like Nini, oriented 
towards the future and dedicated to study hard to reciprocate their parents’ sacrifice on 
their behalf, including Feifei, Qiqi and Ah Ke. Others, however, found it difficult to 
engage in academic issues, being more enthusiastic about pursuing present freedom and 
fun, such as Ah Shui, Ah Dong and Maomao. They rarely initiated the topic of parents’ 
expectation and sacrifice, although none of them denied it when being asked. It could 
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have been that they felt embarrassed about their educational performance not meeting 
their parents’ expectations. Yet, even among these children who were not performing 
well, I could see that they were anxious that there might not be enough money for their 
education, whilst they were being interviewed. They seemed to take for granted the 
necessity of education, thus showing they too were under the influence of the culture of 
educational importance. Nearly everyone of them told me they felt afraid there would 
be no money for education when I asked whether they wished their parents would come 
back or not. Consequently, it appeared to me that they were not so different from Nini 
in their practical evaluative orientation in that they also gave priority to education rather 
than family togetherness. The following discourse of Ah Shui well depicts how they 
came to such a decision after reflecting on the purpose of their parents’ migration and 
considering the possible consequences of their returning home. 
“I miss them…but I don’t want them back, not both of them. It would be better if 
one comes back, and one goes out and makes money… If both come back, there 
would be one more person in the household, but no one could make money and 
feed us, and pay my school fees.”  
Indeed, family separation is definitely not what these left-behind children wanted and 
yet, they did not want the family to stay together, being unable to afford their education, 
either. Living through the process of economic improvement, they had experienced and 
enjoyed the benefits that their parents’ migration could bring to their education. Parental 
investment also made the cultural values of educational importance even more 
convincing to the children, while the culture of filial piety further enabled them to 
appreciate their parents’ sacrifice for their education and hence, view educational 
money as a currency of their love. In sum, when responding to the dilemma concerning 
education and migration, these left-behind children generally assumed a practical 
evaluative orientation, whereby they chose to support its continuation. Some exercised 
their agency in a more projective way, which involved distancing themselves from 
current constraints with the desire to change the fate of their family in the future, and 
were consciously making efforts for this through studying hard. 
5.1.2. Housing 
Building a new house is a status symbol for a respectable household in rural China and 
hence, is a major life goal of adult villagers (Fan, 2008; Murphy, 2002). In the villages 
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of my fieldwork, a typical new house means a two to three-storey building covered by 
white ceramic tiles, which makes it stand out, even at a distance. When I visited the 
field, I could see nearly half of the houses are built in such a style and residents there 
told me that most of the new houses were built by migrant workers. When they have 
earned money outside and accumulated some savings, they will take the money back 
and start the construction. For them, building the new house is not just improving the 
living conditions of the family, but a way to demonstrate their success and establish 
their reputation in the community.  
Growing up in the villages, the left-behind children had all witnessed the changes in 
housing, and understood the value of a new house in the neighbourhood. Every time I 
paid a first visit to a child’s home, those with a new house would always invite me to 
see inside, room by room, and tell me the house-building story, while those without 
good housing would directly lead me to the best room in the house, and express their 
apologies for hosting me in such a shabby place.  
Ah Zhao presented a typical story for children with good housing. He was a 13 year old 
boy of Grade 7, looked short and thin, and was not doing very well in his studies. He 
had lived with his maternal grandparents for six years during primary school before he 
came back for middle school in 2010. When I visited his home, he was living with his 
mother, older sister, and infant nephew, whilst his father was working and living in the 
(local) city centre, and would come back every two to three months. He was quite shy 
and quiet in my preliminary focus group, but became very talkative when I praised his 
house before going inside.  
“Yes, it (the house) is not bad (note: typical Chinese way to answer in a humble 
manner). It is newly built…Years ago, my family was very poor and had no decent 
house, but most of our neighbours had two-storey buildings… My parents did daily 
labour and earned very few at that time… Maybe four or five years ago, they went 
out to contract small construction projects and made enough money to build the 
new house. Now our house is among the best in the community. We have three 
storeys with a big garden, as you can see…Here is my bedroom, only for myself, 
not shared with others… Here is the third floor. Father said it will be used for my 
marriage… It is not decorated now, because we run out of budget. We need to make 
more money in the future to make the house better.” 
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Apparently, Ah Zhao very much enjoyed the pleasure and honour of owning the best 
house in the community and having a separate room for himself. By presenting the 
dramatic change in housing status before and after his parents’ migration, his narrative 
demonstrates he had a clear understanding of the relationship between migration, 
money and housing. Having experienced the poor old days without a decent house and 
living under neighbourhood pressure, he had developed a very supportive attitude 
towards his parents’ working away to make money for the new house. Moreover, being 
embedded in the cultural context of filial piety, he learned from his father’s instruction 
that the house was not only for their present comfort, but was an ongoing project which  
would benefit him in the future and thus, required contributions from both generations. 
The frequent usage of “we” and “our” indicated that he complied with his father’s 
expectation to share the ownership of the house and was prepared to carry on the 
unfinished house project: “to make more money in the future to make the house better”. 
This reflects that the child was making the effort to respond positively to the parents’ 
contribution and expectation through projecting a future participation, which is much 
in line with the projective element of agency.  
Not all rural households can achieve significant improvements through migration in 
terms of being able to afford to build a new house and Ah Ke’s narrative illustrates this 
side of the housing story. Ah Ke was a 14 year old boy in Grade 8. His father was a 
construction worker in Changsha and his mother was working in Shenzhen, Guangdong 
Province. He was tall, thin and good looking with polite manners, being also ranked 1st 
in his class. According to the preliminary focus group with him and his classmates, he 
was regarded as one of the most excellent and promising students among his peers. He 
was not only the teachers’ favourite student, but also an idol of his classmates. Yet, for 
such an outstanding student, when the topic of conversation touched on the housing 
issue, he just could not hide his feeling of inferiority and sadness.  
“I feel very worried about my family’s development. We did not make it good 
economically. We still live in an adobe bungalow. My grandpa has three sons, my 
father and two younger uncles. None of them are married so far (note: in rural China, 
a single person belongs to the lowest class). They are all working outside (as 
migrant labour), not doing well (in money making)… Dad and mum were divorced 
last summer… Mum had found someone better (in terms of economic situation) in 
Shenzhen… My classmates all laughed at me when they saw my house last time 
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they came to ask me out. Although Miss Fan (ban zhuren of his class) scolded them, 
I still feel very shameful…Miss Fan is very nice. She told them not to judge 
someone by his house but by his academic performance. She also encouraged me 
to study hard and make a better future by myself… I wish I could become an 
architect, so I can build a new house for my family in the future.” 
In the local villages, the house actually acts as the most visible indicator of family 
fortune, which is open to scrutiny by the public and no one can escape this social 
judgment (Murphy, 2002). Even though Ah Ke had won high honours for his academic 
excellence and had a promising future ahead of him, he still could not avoid feeling 
humiliated by his peers given his poor housing status. He felt very embarrassed and 
ashamed for the poverty of his family, whilst also appearing very pessimistic about the 
possibility of his parents’ generation making any significant change to it. However, on 
the other side, these difficulties and challenges were providing the impetus for him to 
search for alternative solutions. Being a 14 year old child, as yet, he would not be able 
to change the poor housing situation, therefore, he had tried to move beyond the current 
structural constraints by negotiating a path towards the future, that is, to study hard and 
“become an architect”. This strategy was being primarily shaped by the projective 
element of agency, for it manifested the child’s ability to distance himself from present 
structuring contexts to invent future trajectories of action according to his hopes and 
desires (Emirbayer & Mische, 1998).  
In both Ah Zhao and Ah Ke’s narratives, it is noted that the house was an important 
medium for left-behind children to learn the significance of money and migration. 
Living in a community with more and more new houses built by migrants, they felt the 
honour or disgrace this could bring to them and their family from neighbours and peers, 
and had thus come to understand it as a symbol and carrier of family happiness and 
success. Therefore, these children constructed migrating to make money for the house 
as their parents’ commitment to the family and hence, chose to support this action. 
Moreover, with the cultural influence of filial piety, these children did not regard 
pursuing a decent house as merely an adult issue, but rather, a family project; a shared 
obligation of the parents and the child. Consequently, they more or less developed a 
projective orientation which entailed them making a contribution to the house project 
in the future. This future orientation was even evident among those children seeing little 
chance of building a new house in the short term, like Ah Ke, as it required them to be 
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inventive so as to distance themselves from perceived present difficulties, by working 
out a plausible long term solution. 
5.1.3. Daily consumption  
In China, large scale rural-urban migration has boosted the flow of money into villages, 
and has drawn the rural communities deeply into the commercial economy (Murphy, 
2002). The out migrating villagers have not only brought back money and goods, but 
also consumerist values and lifestyle. From my interviews and observations in the 
school and villages, I could see the younger generation’s lives had become very different 
from the old rural self-sufficient one that their grandparents were used to. They eat more 
meat, they go to wang ba, and they want snacks, toys, birthday cakes, brand shoes, 
clothes, and mobile phones. They are increasingly engaged in the commercial world, 
with growing needs for money to satisfy their daily expenses and consumption. 
As far as the individual left-behind child was concerned, increasing income from 
migration could give them more money, more opportunities to spend and yet more 
reason to ask for more. All of those I interviewed mentioned that they were getting more 
pocket money as their parents’ income rose during the migration period, ranging from 
2 to 10 yuan a day. In addition, some of them told me they were in charge of their own 
living stipends, and some others said their migrant parents would occasionally give 
them extra gift money, with the amounts being up to several hundred yuan, which is 
quite a big sum for teenagers (100 yuan could buy 20 meals in the school canteen).  
Every child seemed to enjoy owning and spending more money than before. In our 
interviews, all of them could clearly recall the old days when they had very little money 
for daily consumption, and agreed that they felt more satisfied as they were getting more 
purchasing power to buy stationery, accessories, clothes, and gifts, to play internet 
games, or to treat friends. Ah Shui, a 13 year old boy in Grade 7, gave a typical account 
among them. He was living with his maternal uncle at the time of our first interview, 
with father and mother working in Guangdong Province.  
“At the beginning years (of my parents’ migration), Grade 1 or 2, my life was 
miserable. I had only 2 kuai for a whole week… for snacks… (with) 1 kuai I can 
only play in wang ba for 1 hour… Now I have 5 to 7 kuai a day. Much better! I can 
go to wang ba frequently, a lot of fun! … Last Saturday, I stayed there for the whole 
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day, and used up several tens (kuai)… (The money) was not only for the internet. 
You need to eat something. I was with the boy in my neighbourhood. We had fast 
noodles for lunch in wang ba.” 
By comparing the past and present, Ah Shui presented how significantly money could 
enhance his sense of happiness by enabling him to pay for more hours on the internet 
and have more fun in wang ba. Yet, this happiness did not simply result from the 
increased amount of pocket money he had, but was also mediated by the perception of 
money held by his peer group.  
“When I was in primary school, I liked to play with those bros that did not like 
study, those ‘good bros’… (with them) I grew up, and began to know funny things 
and how to use money…Once mum gave me 100 kuai via my uncle, and I treated 
my best friends to eat things and play in wang ba.” 
For Ah Shui and his “bros”, spending money in their own way was regarded as a sign 
of maturity, a passport to being recognized and accepted by their peer group. Similarly, 
a girl called Yuyu told me the story of how she enjoyed the sense of control that money 
gave her. She was in her Grade 7, living alone in her own house but supervised by her 
grandparents nearby. Her father and mother were working in Guangdong Province and 
she received very generous allowances from them.  
“They gave me a debit card, and put money in the account… about once a month… 
one thousand kuai a time… (Giggling), yes, I have some si fang qian (private fund), 
not much, only 500 kuai… I will save more and (use it) to buy a learning machine… 
Dad wanted to buy one for me, but I don’t want him to pay. I told him I will buy by 
myself. He asked me where would the money come from, and I said I will find my 
own way. (Giggling), it would be more precious if I buy it myself.” 
By buying things that normally only adults could afford, Yuyu felt herself as powerful 
as a grown up. She and several other children, like Maomao and Linlin, often referred 
to their si fang qian as “my own money”. They all appeared very proud when talking 
about the fact that they could use money away from their parents’ direct control. Taking 
Ah Shui, Yuyu, and other children’s discourses together, it could be inferred that the 
increased money and reduced parental supervision that resulted from their parents’ 
migration had provided very supportive structures for these left-behind children to 
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exercise agency with respect to making decisions on daily consumption to satisfy their 
own needs. As a result, the collectives of such practices of agency gradually formed a 
peer culture that valued money and autonomy in spending it, which intrinsically 
reproduced and extended the culture found in the adult world. In return, this peer culture 
deeply influenced how these children perceived the significance of money and how they 
dealt with their relations with parents, peers, and others.  
Almost every child mentioned that they appreciated their parents’ endeavours in giving 
money or buying things for them. A few of them even made a direct link between money 
and their parents’ love. In the case of Maomao, when she claimed “good” or “not good” 
about her two parents, these thoughts were closely related to her father and mother’s 
different attitudes towards money. Maomao was a 13 year old girl in Grade 7, whose 
parents were working in another city inside Hunan Province as the contractors for a 
construction team. Her father had been working outside since before she was born and 
her mother left her at Grade 3, after giving birth to her brother. 
“I am good with my dad. I respect him, and adore him… Because he will let me 
play out at weekends and give money to me… I am not good with my mum… She 
does not understand me… She will take my si fang qian away every time she finds 
out… and she will ask me for money when she plays mahjong.” 
In Maomao’s discourse, money had become a central issue between parents and 
daughter. Though there were other issues that had influenced Maomao’s relationship 
with her parents (as will be discussed later), money itself definitely acted as a simplified 
indicator of parental love from Maomao’s point of view. Later in the same interview, 
she directly claimed money was a symbol of love when she jealously talked about her 
classmate Zizi. 
“In our class, Zizi is very rich. She has her own debit card, and there are 20,000 
kuai on it. Her dad is selling trees, very rich. But she is self disciplined, never 
misuses her money. Her dad and mum love her very much. They always give her 
red and white notes (the colour of the biggest note 100 yuan is red and white)”  
Using money to judge parents’ love, matched with the way that parents used money to 
express their love for their child. This indicates the capacity of children to replicate and 
extend adult patterns of thought and action, which captures the routinized nature of the 
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iterational dimension of agency in Emerbayer and Mische’s (1998) sense. This capacity 
could also be identified from the ways that some left-behind children chose to express 
their love for friends and relatives through money, as their migrant parents did with 
them. In a group interview with Yuyu and her friends Ah Tian and Sisi, Yuyu directly 
expressed the reciprocity between friends in terms of money and gifts.  
“If I do not give money to her, she will not give to me (pointing to Sisi, and 
giggling)… We are good friends. If she has no money, I will give mine to her. If I 
have no money, she will give hers to me…. I am good to friends. I will give money 
to them. (Sisi said: Last time she bought me a doll).”  
Similarly, Ah Chen gave money to his stepmother and auntie to express his gratitude 
and concern. Ah Chen was an 11 year old boy in Grade 7, living with his grandma. His 
mother divorced his father at his age of four and had no contact with him after that. His 
father had remarried and was now working in Suzhou as a factory manager, living with 
the stepmother and a four year old half-brother. Ah Chen told me that his grandma was 
bad tempered and loved gambling, so he relied more on his auntie (living in the same 
village) for care and supervision. He would ask his auntie for daily expenses and for 
help with his homework. His stepmother was the other woman in the family who 
showed concern for him by sending back money and clothes occasionally. Although Ah 
Chen did not accept her as mother, and insisted on calling her Ah Yi (similar to auntie, 
a commonly used title for stepmother), he still kept in mind his stepmother’s kindness 
and told me his relationship with Ah Yi was very good. Nevertheless, Ah Chen knew he 
could not take auntie and Ah Yi’s concern for granted, because “they are not my own 
parents”. With such a judgment regarding his relational situation, he told me he would 
not make excessive demands on auntie or Ah Yi, like other kids did with their own 
parents. He also tried to solidify the relations with them through giving money. 
“That year, I received nearly 1000 kuai Ya Sui Qian (gift money for New Year). 
That time, both auntie and Ah Yi were pregnant. I gave each of them 100 kuai… to 
buy some fruits… when you are carrying a baby, the nutrition is not enough, if you 
just have the three ordinary meals a day.” 
Both Ah Chen and Yuyu, among others, were purposefully using money and gifts to 
sustain and strengthen their friendship or family bonds. This demonstrated the 
iterational element of their agency to apply previously acquired knowledge about 
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money to similar interpersonal circumstances, thus being able to negotiate a better living 
environment. It also echoes the argument of Zelizer (2002) that, for children, spending 
money could secure their social bonds with family members and improve their status in 
the household. Moreover, in a broader sense it is worth noting that these practices could 
have the effect of further highlighting the significance of money to these children, 
reinforce their reliance on money, and reproduce the culture of material importance. In 
our interviews, none of these children were willing to accept a return to the standard of 
living experienced in the past in exchange for their parents’ return. They seemed clearly 
to understand the dilemma that they could not have enough money and their parents’ at 
home, at the same time. Based on their comparison between the past and present, along 
with their realistic judgment about their material needs, they came to the decision to 
choose to endorse their parents’ migration. In this sense, their agency exercised here 
was conditioned by the same practical evaluative orientation as those exhibited in the 
practices regarding education and housing. 
 
5.2. Love but Not “Qin” 
Indeed, money has played an important role in sustaining a loving relationship between 
migrant parents and left-behind children. Through their involvement in different 
monetary issues, these children had learned the importance of money and recognized 
the necessity of parents’ migration. Enabled by the traditional culture of filial piety and 
the peer culture of material reciprocity, they further constructed money as being a 
currency of parental love and care, consequently endorsing their parents’ making money 
to improve their living through migration. 
However, for children, parents’ excessive reliance on money to prove their love can lead 
to the opposite effect. Several left-behind children had sensitively captured the trade-
off between money and the time parents spent with them, expressing their 
disappointment concerning parents’ using money as compensation for a potential lack 
of care and concern. Yuyu was among one of them.  
“He (dad) always asks me whether I have money or not every time he calls me. (It) 
seems like that his father love is only expressed in terms of money, but not 
affection… In comparison, I feel my Jiu Jiu (maternal uncles) are much better… 
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They call with concern for me. They do not talk about money. But dad does (by 
money).”  
Yuyu felt very cross with her father because money was his primary concern in their 
communication. She disliked this commodified interaction between father and daughter, 
and wished he could put more emotional concerns into it, as her Jiu Jiu did. It should 
be noted that although the sentence “his father love is only expressed in terms of money” 
carried Yuyu’s strong objection towards the commodified father love, Yuyu did not 
directly deny her father’s love for her. As mentioned in the last section, Yuyu actually 
enjoyed having a lot of money and she herself also used money and gifts to show love 
and care for friends. There were also some small details in our interviews showing how 
she accepted money as a currency of love in certain circumstances. For example, she 
once told me that their house had two storeys and 10 rooms, and she would keep all the 
lights in the house turned on when she was sleeping during the night. When I suggested 
that it must cost a lot of money, she replied that her father knew she would feel scared 
living alone in such a big house, so he allowed her to do whatever she liked, no matter 
how much money it cost. From her smile and the way she spoke, I sensed that she quite 
enjoyed the feeling of being indulged, with there being no sign of her rejecting her 
father’s generosity with money.    
The contradictory attitudes toward money held by Yuyu can also be identified from 
other left-behind children whom I interviewed. For instance, Nini, the girl that had 
positively interpreted parents’ money making as sacrifice and love, also told me that she 
still felt sorry that something had been lost in their parent-child relations, including 
parents’ better care, stricter supervision and education.   
“My parents went out to work when I was 2 years old. I had been living with my 
grandparents (since then), so did not have a deep feeling of parental love. 
Comparing with those children whose parents were at home, my life was not that 
good. Grandma is not so good at cooking (as mum), and has no idea about 
nutritional food. Old people are not willing to spend money on food, so we always 
had vegetables (grown by ourselves) for meal, rarely with meat…I now still have a 
sore throat, and feel painful when the days are cold. It could be that, when living 
with grandpa and grandma, I did not go to see the doctor in time when I caught 
cold, and got this problem. Moreover, without the supervision of parents, I was very 
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wild, playing with my buddies, going everywhere. I did not discipline myself very 
well. If my parents had been around me, I would have had better manners and better 
personal hygiene…” 
Unlike Yuyu, Nini did not have direct conflict with her parents and yet, her remarks 
appeared to be very structured, with the details listed one by one. It is obvious that she 
had put in a lot of reflection on the pros and cons of parents’ migration, if we take into 
consideration her narratives quoted in the last section. She did not question her parents’ 
love for her. Instead, she used the words “a deep feeling of parental love”, which implied 
that on the one hand she did feel the love through the money sent back by migrant 
parents, but on the other, she did not think this was sufficient, as the feeling was not 
“deep” enough, being not so close as that experienced by non-left-behind children who 
could touch, taste and embrace their parents on a daily basis. Nini further introduced 
“qin” to describe this often missing part of parental love in her daily life. According to 
the Modern Chinese Dictionary (2008, p. 1104), “qin” has multi-layered meanings. It is 
a concept combining affinity, space, and emotion that could be used to describe 
closeness to each other in terms of physical or emotional distances, or moral and blood 
relationships. When applied to family relations, “qin” represents the ideal in Chinese 
cultural tradition that expects family members to stay together, love each other, and take 
responsibility for each other whilst the degree of “qin” with others depends on their 
relative position in one’s psychological concentric circle and largely decides the extent 
of liability one should assume towards them (Hwang, 2000). In the following discourse, 
Nini used “qin” and “not qin” to describe the differences she felt with and without her 
parents being home. 
“I felt the connection with them (parents) was not so qin when they were not 
around…I feel happier when they come back for spring festival. My life becomes 
fulfilled and I can feel they are qin to me… (After mum came back), my life is 
much better. She cares about my personal hygiene, and is stricter with my study. 
The nutrition has also been improved. She will encourage me when I get lower 
scores, and I will tell everything to mum, including those things I won’t even tell 
my friends. We are very qin. ”  
In Nini’s narrative, “qin” referred to the emotional closeness that she felt when living 
with parent(s) and having their care, concern, company and discipline. This feeling of 
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intimacy was closely related to her physical distance to parents, and she believed it 
would develop through long term face to face contact. It captured the lost part of love 
that Yuyu longed for. In Yuyu’s discourse the boundary between money and love was 
blurred, yet by using “not qin”, Nini actually initiated a new discourse to address this 
ambiguity, which allowed her to express her emotional loss associated with her parents’ 
migration without denying their love and sacrifice. As discussed above, it involved an 
agentic process, as Nini reflected on her experiences with and without her parents being 
home, comparing these with others “whose parents were at home”. She then 
problematized her situation with parents’ migration and dealt with it by enacting the 
idea of love but “not qin”. This process was mainly shaped by the present orientation of 
agency, as it showed Nini’s capacity to deliberate and respond to the dilemma of money 
and love in a practical, creative way that was not settled in past patterns of thought and 
action (Emirbayer & Mische, 1998). This creativeness was not only informed by 
traditional thinking about “qin”, but also showed the ability to transform it in line with 
new contingencies.  
Ah Ke was another child to use “not qin” to describe the diluted feeling of intimacy 
between parents and child brought about by long term geographical separation. His 
parents also left home at a very early stage, just after he was aged one. He complained 
that parents and child knew little about each other’s lives and had very few topics in 
common to talk about.  
“They (parents) have been working outside for a long time. I just get used to it, and 
would not miss them a lot. I am used to live with grandparents… We will call every 
week, but have very few things to talk about. We do not live together after all… I 
talk more with my grandparents, all kinds of things in our life… I feel not so qin 
with my parents… But when they came back for spring festival and we lived 
together, I still felt qin with them. I can turn to them like a whining child. When we 
live apart, I have no such feeling.”  
Nini and Ah Ke both mentioned that reunion with parents could bring back the feeling 
of “qin”. It seems for them the geographical distance was the only major barrier to 
maintaining a “qin” connection with migrant parents. Yet, for Ah Jin, the situation was 
quite different when he used love but “not qin” to describe his relationship with his 
mother. Ah Jin was 13 years old and was cared for by his maternal grandparents. He 
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had been left behind by both parents between the ages of one and five, subsequently 
migrating with them to Shenzhen for four years, only to be sent back to his hometown 
and left behind again. When I interviewed him, he was living in school accommodation 
during weekdays and at his maternal grandparents’ home at weekends. 
“My relationship with mum is just so so, not very qin. When I was only one year 
old, mum left me at home and went out working. I was brought up by (maternal) 
grandma. When I first went to Shenzhen at 4 or 5, I could not recognize mum. She 
wanted to hug me, but I cried out loudly… I know she feels quite guilty to me… 
She will buy anything I like. She does love me… I won’t tell my inner thoughts to 
mum. We just cannot share the same point… Like buying clothes, we don’t like the 
same style, so I will do shopping by myself all the time…We cannot get along with 
each other… (because) we have different points of view… about life, and study... 
Mum always push me to study hard, but I think I am already very hardworking, and 
have made some progress. Progress has to be made step by step, I think. But mum 
rarely gave me positive comments… She is always nagging me to focus on study, 
and does not allow me to play… She controls me so strictly, keeping me doing my 
homework day in and day out. Totally no freedom! ... I tried to communicate with 
them. I asked them to allow me to play, they didn’t.” 
In Ah Jin’s narrative, “not qin” was not a temporary feeling subject to distance, but a 
lasting emotional status between his mother and himself which was even felt when they 
were living together. Ah Jin was trying to give an explanation for his claim by 
presenting his unhappy memory about the scene of his first reunion with his mother, 
which indicates that the separation at an early age had had a chronic influence on the 
intimate feeling between the mother and son. His following narrative revealed that this 
emotional distance had made it difficult for mother and son to communicate and to “get 
along with each other”, and the conflicts about academic issues had further aggravated 
this situation. Unlike Nini and Ah Ke, Ah Jin desired more freedom and fun besides 
academic achievements, and could not fully engage with his studies. Yet his mother was 
very demanding with regards to his study and kept pressing him to work hard. Therefore, 
Ah Jin’s interactions with his mother were full of tension and conflict, and he felt it was 
not so easy to retrieve the feeling of “qin” in a reunion with his parents, as described by 
the top ranking students Nini and Ah Ke. Compared to them, Ah Jin’s claim of “not qin” 
with respect to his mother seemed to carry a much stronger sense of complaining.  
 79 
 
Nevertheless, Ah Jin still acknowledged his mother’s love that entailed her making 
money to satisfy his needs and in this sense, he was not so different from Nini and Ah 
Ke. They were all trying to use “love but not qin” to construct their relationship with 
migrant parents in a way that could reflect their unpleasant feeling, yet without denying 
their migrant parents’ love and commitment or causing destructive effects with regards 
to the bond between parent and child. This could be regarded as a very practical strategy 
adopted by these children to address the challenges that migration brought to their 
parent-child relationship, which is primarily guided by the present orientation of agency 
focused on tactically resolving a problematic experience with newly invented methods 
(Emirbayer & Mische, 1998). 
Maomao, as discussed in the last section, had also confirmed that giving money to 
provide for the child was an indicator of parental love. Yet, her use of the term “qin” 
carried even more intensive emotions than Ah Jin, for through using it she was trying 
to transmit an extremely disappointed feeling towards her mother. Her anger was 
triggered by her mother’s distrust.  
“Mum asked my younger cousin sister to keep an eye on me. She does not trust me. 
(Sigh!) I really don’t want to talk about this, just waste my saliva. Whenever I say 
I have not gone out to play, she just does not believe my words, and will say, ‘how 
do I know what are you doing outside’. I will respond, ‘you are just talking, but do 
not care me at all. I am just like an orphan, not like a child with qin parents.’ When 
my classmates talk about how nicely their parents care about them, I really envy 
them. Then I followed, ‘you give me a life, it’s not a big deal. I can return it to you.’ 
Then I slammed the phone down. Mum was crying.”  
Maomao was living in her auntie’s home when she gave this narrative. After her mother 
left home when Maomao was in Grade 3, she had lived with her grandma for three to 
four years, and stayed in the school accommodation for a semester. She told me her 
grades kept falling after mother left, so her mother decided to send her to auntie’s home 
for stricter supervision. Maomao was accustomed to a life free of control, in her words, 
“she went out, so I can fly up”, so she was very reluctant to accept mother’s new living 
arrangements and became furious when she knew her mother had even set a little “spy” 
to watch over her.  
Maomao complained to me during each interview that it was the distance that caused 
 80 
 
the misunderstanding between her and her mother, and she also blamed her worsening 
academic results on her absence. She thought that getting her mother back could resolve 
all these problems that she encountered, and she chose to ask her mother to come back 
during every telephone call they made. She told me she had done whatever a child could 
do to implore her parents, like whining and nagging, but her mother would always 
refuse and say, “dad cannot manage the whole construction team, so mum has to help 
there”. Like other left-behind children, Maomao also understood the importance of 
money and migration, but she could not suppress her emotional loss.  
“Sometimes, I am thinking, they are working hard outside. I know it is not easy for 
them to make money and feed us. But sometimes, when I see some of my 
classmates’ parents are nearby, I envy their happiness.”  
Obviously, Maomao had not been convinced by her mother, and could not but keep 
feeling disappointed with her. The strong language she used to blame her mother, for 
example, “I am just like an orphan, not like a child with qin parents” or “you give me a 
life, it’s not a big deal. I can return it to you”, reflected the nearly despairing emotion 
she held inside. More than that, these extreme words actually could be viewed as 
Maomao’s ultimate weapon, used to deepen her mother’s feelings of guilt and exert 
more pressure to get her to come back. In Chinese Confucianism, life is the biggest 
kindness that children receive from parents (Park & Chesla, 2007). Returning life to 
mother, or claiming parents as not “qin” (biological) parents, is possibly a Chinese 
child’s most hurtful words for parents to hear. It could be that Maomao learned from 
her past failure that as a child she could hardly have any influence on her parents’ 
decisions by normal pleading, so she felt it necessary to take some unconventional 
actions that were more challenging against her mother. Therefore, when she was 
confronted with the exigencies of mother’s distrust and blame expressed in the phone 
calls, she chose to use “not qin” as her instant response to fight back. Even though she 
had not got mother back so far, she did successfully reinforce the pressure she felt for 
not staying at home with her — “mum was crying”, and mother asked other relatives to 
comfort her after the telephone conflict, as Maomao told me later. This process reflected 
Maomao’s capacity to deliberate on her past failures, evaluate the available tools and 
adjust her tactics to respond to the emerging conflicts with mother. This was primarily 
engaged with the present context of mother-daughter separation, and aimed to transform 
this structure by pressing mother to come back. 
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Generally speaking, the introduction of “not qin” could be viewed as a practical 
evaluative reaction of these left-behind children to deal with their struggles between 
money and love. By claiming “not qin” with parents, these children were trying to create 
a new space in the field of parent-child relationships that ran parallel to the generally 
accepted domain of love. Therefore, they could avoid denying their parents’ love while 
at the same time conveying their dissatisfaction and pressing migrant parents to address 
their emotional needs. With regards to this, the degree of complaining varied according 
to the different patterns of parent-child interaction, with at one end of the continuum 
children like Nini or Ah Ke, who had few conflicts with their parents and who tended 
to convey their discontentment in a relatively reserved way, while at the other end were 
children like Maomao, who lived struggling with intergenerational interactions and 
deliberately resorting to the term “not qin” to hurt their parents and strengthen their guilt 
towards the child. The children’s academic performance and attitudes largely influenced 
whether their parents would treat them in a peaceful or a confrontational way, and hence 
set the tone of the intergenerational interaction. 
  
5.3. Discussion 
Traditionally, money and love have been regarded as two clearly distinct categories. 
Money is linked with market and rationality, while love is related with family and 
emotions (Haugen, 2005; Millman, 1991; Zelizer, 1997). However, Zelizer argues that 
people can give money different meanings according to their social contexts and social 
relations, and money can act as “a sentimental currency” for love and care (Zelizer, 
1993, p. 205). In China, rural villages have been gradually becoming involved in the 
highly commoditized economy since the opening-up reform and the large scale rural 
urban migration has made significant contribution to this process by boosting the flow 
of money and goods into rural areas (Li, 2004). Growing up in this period of time, left-
behind children in this research learned through their experiences concerning various 
monetary issues that their tuition fees and nearly all everyday necessities were mediated 
by cash, and these largely relied on the income from their parents’ migration. They 
enjoyed the benefits of increased material resources and appreciated parents’ efforts in 
making money for their sake. They also learned the mode of parent child reciprocity 
through the transactions of money and things, and tended to extend this mode to their 
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personal network, making their own peer culture one of material consumption. In this 
sense, money was accepted by them a currency for love, commitment and sacrifice. This 
echoes the research findings of Parreñas (2005) and Dreby (2010), who in their studies 
in the Philipines and Mexico, found that children were aware that parents’ migration 
was aimed at improving the household economy, and they could feel loved when they 
sent back money.  
However, love cannot be forged for children simply through material transfer. Spending 
time with them, taking care of their daily life, and sharing emotional issues all constitute 
their expectation of an ideal parent-child relationship, while failing to engage in these 
will result in doubts about parents’ love and their endeavouring to substitute this for 
money (Jamieson & Milne, 2012; Parreñas, 2005). Left-behind children in this research 
recognized that material transfer constituted an important element of love and care, yet, 
they could not accept that the parent-child relationship was reduced to a monetarised 
exchange or a kind of commodification. They missed the physical contact with their 
parents and the emotional security of their physical presence as well as longed for the 
warmth of their company, care and concern. Therefore, they enacted the idea of “not 
qin” to denote their emotional dissatisfaction towards the parents-child relationship 
disrupted by family separation. 
Indeed, “love but not qin” (though not all these children used the exact words), 
effectively represents these left-behind children’s mixed feelings toward parents’ 
migration that they developed during the struggles between money and love in their 
intergenerational process, where migration enabled parents to improve their children’s 
living situation, but meanwhile curtailed their capacity to provide care and company for 
their children on a daily basis. This dilemma largely resulted from the rural-urban 
bifurcation in contemporary China: the developed urban regions have provided 
individual migrant labour better economic opportunities than rural areas, but 
constrained them from undertaking family migration by setting various institutional 
barriers (Hare, 1999, 2002; Wong et al., 2007). It is these socioeconomic forces that 
have conditioned the family relationship and led to money and “qin” becoming 
incompatible demands on most of the migrant parents. 
Living within such emotional tensions, these left-behind children were constantly 
exercising agency to deal with the challenges emerging from their evolving situations. 
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By shifting their temporal orientations, and resorting to different structural resources 
and cultural tools, they had developed their capacities to form inventive or tactical 
responses toward their structuring contexts. When the contingencies were more about 
the significance of money, they generally adopted a practical evaluative orientation to 
choose to support their parents’ migration, even though they felt unhappy about family 
separation. Different from passive tolerance or consent, this choice usually involved an 
agentic process in that these children reflected on past experiences of poverty, 
considering the possible consequences of giving up or continuing migration, and then 
made a deliberate decision based on a practical judgment on their situation. This choice 
by itself tends to reproduce the status quo of the family and more broadly, the mode of 
rural urban migration with parents migrating and children being left behind. However, 
this was usually coupled with a future perspective of left-behind children to reciprocate 
parents and honour the family, as influenced by the culture of filial piety. There were 
efforts in terms of their searching for future change that could be identified from several 
children’s narratives, including those of Nini and Ah Ke, among others. Guided by the 
projective element of agency, they were trying to move beyond current constraints to 
project a solution that could overcome the dilemma between money and family 
togetherness in the future. Informed by the culture of educational importance and 
enabled by parents’ educational investment, they generally chose to study hard as their 
pathway, and aimed to become a competent person who could have the power to make 
changes. Their efforts and aspirations could foster chances to change the socioeconomic 
status of their family, promote the broad socioeconomic development in China society, 
and meanwhile, contribute to the reproduction of the culture of filial piety and 
educational importance. 
When addressing the emotional distance with migrant parents, the strategy of claiming 
“not qin” adopted by several children was also directed by the practical evaluative 
element of agency, which reflected the capacity of these children creatively to reframe 
cultural tools out of the traditional conception of “qin” in response to the dilemma of 
money and love. By using “not qin” instead of “not love”, these children intended to 
convey their discontentment without breaking the loving bond with their migrant 
parents. For the children, this strategy could have the effect of clarifying the ambiguity 
caused by the struggles with money and love that they felt in their parent-child 
relationship, and exert pressure on migrant parents to attend to their emotional needs. 
However, in Chinese relationalism, “qin” does not purely denote emotional intimacy, 
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but also carries a sense of responsibility, especially in the family context. Therefore, as 
far as the migrant parents were concerned, the use of “not qin” regarding the parent-
child relationship may make them worry whether or not the children will fulfill the 
obligation to reciprocate to them in the future. This could result in the restructuring of 
the migration dynamics, which might bring change to the traditional patterns of parent-
child relationships. It could be the unexpected consequences of these children’s 
practical solutions that create new problems, thus requiring further action to be taken.   
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Chapter VI Lonely and Free 
Loneliness has been documented in the existing literature as a common emotional 
outcome among left-behind children in China (Hu, Lu & Huang, 2014; Jia & Tan, 2010; 
Su, Li, Lin, Xu, & Zhu, 2013). Most of these studies adopted a quantitative 
methodology and have used the child self-evaluation of loneliness scale developed by 
Asher, Hymel, and Renshaw (1984) as their standard research instrument. These studies 
were able to identify the prevalence of loneliness, but could not capture how left-behind 
children themselves perceive and deal with it. Moreover, in China there are very few 
studies that are concerned with exploring the feeling of freedom that parents’ absence 
may bring about in left-behind children owing to there being reduced parental control, 
as documented in the literature about transnational families (Asis, 2006; Dreby, 2010). 
The extant literature tends to focus on the lack of discipline from an adult’s viewpoint, 
and attributes behaviours, such as going to wang ba, zaolian (dating at a premature age), 
and playing truancy as negative outcomes of parents’ migration (Li, Luo and Tao, 2012). 
Yet, children might have different views regarding how and why they behave like this, 
and exploring their perspectives could help provide a balanced picture about their living 
at a distance from parental control.    
In this study, “lonely” and “free” are repeatedly found in the left-behind children’s 
accounts, and these can sometimes be interpreted in terms of the pain and gain that the 
children have experienced from parental migration. Such mixed feelings were evident 
in Ah Dong’s narrative:  
“I feel I live a good life here, and I am free… I can go out for fun at any time I want, 
and I do my homework only when I feel like doing it. Just a little bit lonely… Bored, 
you know. Every day is the same, only me alone.”  
Ah Dong is not the only one to have such mixed feelings about living with his parents’ 
migration. This chapter captures the “lonely” and “free” experiences that unfolded in 
different children’s accounts, interprets them in terms of the children’s perspective, and 






It has been argued that children’s loneliness is associated with perceptions of unfulfilled 
relational needs, such as lack of companionship, care and affection, or having 
insufficient opportunities for receiving emotional and social support from the family. 
(Asher & Paquette, 2003; Asher, Parkhurst, Hymel, & Williams, 1990; Chen, He, 
Oliveria, Coco, Zappulla, & Kaspar, 2004). In this sense, left-behind children might be 
considered to be a high risk group for loneliness, due to their family separation. 
6.1.1. Lonely with parent(s) away 
In this study, feeling lonely is a prominent theme identified in left-behind children’s 
narratives concerning their experiences of parents’ migration, especially for those with 
both parents away from home. Ah Dong was one such child, for, as mentioned above, 
he was a 13 year old boy, in Grade 7, living alone in his own house, with paternal 
grandparents living nearby who took care of his daily life. His father went to work in 
Guangzhou, Guangdong Province, when he was three or four years old, while his 
mother had left him when he was eight or nine, and was working in nearby cities within 
Hunan Province. He told me that he began to feel lonely after mother’s departure. 
“It (life) becomes different… I am alone now. You know, it is very boring, not easy 
to kill the time… I feel so lonely… If mother is at home, I can go out with her and 
play... We go shopping together, strolling on the street. When she played mahjong, 
I will stand by her side and watch it... She will prepare many delicious foods to 
celebrate my birthday.” 
His mother had been Ah Dong’s only companion at home after his father’s migration. 
Although the things they did together sound trivial, they could make him feel his time 
was fulfilled. His mother’s leaving totally changed these routines in his daily life, and 
made him feel life was “very boring, not easy to kill the time”. Thus, he regarded his 
mother’s migration as the dividing line that marked the beginning of his feelings of 
loneliness. Father’s leaving, in contrast, was described as rather obscure and 
insignificant.    
“I totally forget the scene of his leaving… I only remember he brought back a toy 
gun as my 5th birthday gift… He also took me out to play at that Lunar New Year, 
and we took a lot of pictures… I don’t remember where I put them now…I don’t 
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miss him… After all, I have not lived with him for long.”  
Father leaving at this early stage and not having lived with him for long are Ah Dong’s 
explanations for his vague memory and emotional distance regarding him. Yet, his 
indifference towards the photographs taken with his father indicated that he was 
consciously estranged from him, which contrasts with the fact that several children 
mentioned that they sought solace in old family photos when they missed their absent 
parents. The following discourse goes on to reveal it is the conflict that occurred later 
between the parent and child that led to Ah Dong’s rejection of his father. 
“He will come back every Lunar New Year… Whenever we are together, he only 
talks about study, and pushes me to do homework… I wish he would take me to 
play and have fun, but he wouldn’t… I don’t want to stay with him. When he is 
home, I go out.” 
As a typical traditional Chinese parent who highly values education, Ah Dong’s father 
began to put high levels of academic pressure on his son after he entered primary school 
(at the age of six). However, the son’s expectation with respect to his father remained 
the same as before, which was mainly concerned to “play and to have fun”, as reflected 
in his selective memory about the toy gun and playing outside during the New Year. 
According to my interviews with Ah Dong, he was not interested in study and appeared 
reluctant to put effort into it, which seemingly resulted in his father feeling even more 
eager to push him to study hard and in not allowing him to play. During this conflictual 
intergenerational process, neither the father nor son was willing to give in or to make a 
compromise with the other, so the situation eventually deteriorated to the extent that the 
son tried to evade the once a year reunion with his father. This may indicate that the son 
had actually given up on his father as a source of companionship. Therefore, in Ah 
Dong’s accounts, only his mother’s caring companionship appeared to be protective 
against the feeling of loneliness, whilst his father’s strict discipline had the opposite 
effect.  
Few of the children’s relationships with their father were as strained as that of Ah Dong, 
however, the configuration of strict father and caring mother roles demonstrated in his 
case appeared to be a very popular parenting strategy adopted by households in the focal 
villages, according to my interviews and observations. This is much in line with the 
traditional gender division of labour in the Chinese culture of the family, where the 
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father should assume the more controlling and awe-inspiring role, whilst the mother is 
expected to be warm, tender, and nurturing (Judd, 1994; Wu & Tseng, 1985; Young, 
1972). As a consequence of this widely spread practice, nearly all the left-behind 
children I interviewed expressed the opinion that they treasured their mother’s 
companionship more than that of their father. This point was evident in the narratives 
of those children who had first experienced the absence of both parents and then the 
return of the mother, such as Qiqi, Nini, and Ah Zhao, in that every one of them told me 
they felt much less lonely after their mother had returned home. While Ah Shui, even 
though his father had returned recently, still wished his mother could be the one to come 
back, because “mum is more caring... dad often blames me out of no reason, and is used 
to saying harsh words (to me)”. 
Therefore, based on the practical judgment that there must be someone to migrate in 
order to provide for the family (as discussed in the last chapter) and their mother was 
more suitable as the one to give care and companionship, several children with both 
parents migrating proposed a strategy whereby the father migrating out and the mother 
caring at home would be the best arrangement for their situation at their current stage. 
This represents the practical evaluative dimension of their agency in making deliberate 
choice within the present problematic circumstances so as to pursue a better settlement 
for themselves. Guided by this present orientation, these children were also deploying 
different methods to exert pressure on their parents to satisfy their needs. Normally, they 
would raise their demands in their phone calls with parents through whining or nagging. 
Some tried to send frequent mobile messages (Ah Bin), pretended to be ill (Ah Dong), 
made a wish on their birthday (Feifei), or even blamed parents with the term not “qin” 
(Maomao). To some extent, their efforts did have an effect in making parents feel 
pressurised into making some adjustment to address their needs, for instance, Ah Bin’s 
mother promised to return home once her current contract ended, while Ah Dong’s 
mother promised to come back to see him more frequently, and Maomao’s mother asked 
her relatives to give more support to her daughter. However, by the end of my fieldwork, 
none of them reported that they had successfully achieved the goal of getting their 
mother back. According to my interviews with those mothers and fathers who had 
returned, the reasons for their coming back mainly pertained to concerns for their 
children’s educational prospects (Qiqi), the child’s misbehaviour (Ah Zhao), or changes 
to the extended family that had disrupted the previous care arrangements (Ah Shui); the 
children’s emotional needs were not considered as a key determinant. In fact, some 
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children had sensed these critical factors that could change their parents’ mind, and had 
tried to adjust their tactics accordingly. In my last interview with Ah Bin, he told me 
that the last time mother had come back was with regards to the trouble he had caused 
at school (fighting with a classmate), hence, he was thinking about getting into more 
fights in the future so that his mother would have to return to keep him under her control 
and enforce discipline.   
However, it should be noted that this strategy of the father migrating out and the mother 
caring at home might instigate an undesirable consequence for left-behind children: the 
breaking up of the relationship between father and mother. As the teachers in the school 
informed me, there was a high percentage of left-behind children whose parents were 
divorced. Among the left-behind children I interviewed, five told me that separation had 
caused severe conflict between their two parents and ultimately, led to their divorce (Ah 
Chen and Ah Wan), or brought them to the brink of divorcing (Qiqi, Ah Wei and Yuyu). 
For instance, Ah Wan told me that when he was only seven, just one year after his 
father’s migration to Guangdong Province, his mother divorced his father and left him 
in the care of his paternal auntie, because “father was not home, leaving mother alone 
at home, (as they) separated for so long, they parted”. Another girl called Qiqi was 
witnessing her parents’ conflict at the time of my fieldwork. In a trembling voice she 
told me her father might have heard some gossip about her mother having an affair. He 
had come back without notice the previous week and had had a terrible quarrel with her 
mother one night. She cried, saying that she felt very scared and worried that her mother 
would divorce her father and leave them all alone. The development of such problems 
could thwart the efforts of left-behind children to get their mother back, for, according 
to my observation, life in the local villages was dominated by patriarchal culture and 
usually the mother was the one to leave the family and her children after there was a 
divorce. Moreover, the fear of losing their marriage could have acted as an important 
reason for migrant mothers to leave their children in their hometown. For instance, Yuyu 
and Linlin’s mothers both chose to reunite with their husbands after conflict broke out. 
Therefore, the execution of the strategy of the father migrating and the mother caring at 
home is not only subject to children’s agency, but also conditioned by the evolving 
family relational structure.  
Returning to Ah Dong’s case, his conflicting relationship with his father also depicts 
the negative effects that over emphasis on education could bring to the intergenerational 
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interactions. In fact, almost every child I interviewed told me that academic issues were 
the dominant concern of their migrant parents, both in their distant communications or 
reunions. They more or less complained that migrant parents did not pay so much 
attention to their inner thoughts or emotional needs as to their education. In particular, 
those who did not do so well in their studies would become passive about the 
intergenerational communication when migrant parents repeatedly exerted academic 
pressure on them. Regarding this, Ah Wan, a 14 year old boy in Grade 8, once told me 
that his father would keep talking about study during their phone calls and that made 
him feel very nervous and stressed, so he would just answer the questions that his father 
asked, but did not initiate any topics himself. Maomao’s account further illustrates the 
process through which she made efforts to communicate with her parents, but finally 
gave up any attempts due to parental indifference. 
“When I was a little girl, I totally did not know what they did outside and where 
they lived. They did not tell me anything. I had tried to communicate (with them) 
and asked questions (about their situation). But they just responded as ‘you just 
mind your study, don’t concern yourself with adults’ business’. You know, my 
father was a chef before. I did not know that until I happened to hear it once when 
I was listening to those adults talking… I wish I could know more (about them), so 
we can have better communication… But I never mentioned this. Even if I said it 
(to them), they would not agree with me, so I won’t say a word.”  
Maomao seemed very frustrated with her communication with her migrant parents. 
According to her discourse, she genuinely wished to know more about their migrant life 
so as to realize their mutual understanding, but her mother and father showed little 
interest in responding to her needs. They thought study was the only important thing 
that a child should attend to, while parents should mind the “adults’ business” and 
children should not intervene. In addition to the impact of the culture that stresses the 
importance of education, as discussed before, such thinking could also be rooted in 
traditional Chinese childrearing culture. From this perspective, parents’ authority, 
children’s obedience and both parties’ responsibilities receive far more emphasis than 
mutual communication between parents and children (Stafford, 2006). In fact, this 
culture was expressed in some migrant parents’ dictatorial attitude when they showed 
concern about the children’s material living and health status in addition to their 
education, which in effect, left little space for the children to have their own say. As the 
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girl Linlin summarised, “they always asked the same three questions since I had 
memory: have you finished your homework? Read more books; do you have enough 
money? Tell me if you used it up; and do the days get cold? Put on more clothes. I just 
need to say ‘en, en’ (OK, OK).”      
In fact, these traditional parenting patterns have been criticized for not addressing 
children’s emotional needs sufficiently (Goh & Kuczynsky, 2009). This problem is even 
more exacerbated when applied to the contexts of family separation, for geographical 
distance has not only deprived left-behind children of their parents’ physical presence 
and company, but also the emotional contact achieved through mundane daily 
interactions. Under such circumstances, strengthening distant communication to 
promote mutual understanding and to increase affective interactions could be an 
effective way for migrant parents to repair the disrupted inter-generation relational 
process and to alleviate children’s sense of loneliness and to moderate their emotional 
reaction, as documented in the extant literature regarding international migration and 
left-behind children (Dreby, 2006; Parreñas, 2001, 2005; Schmalzbauer, 2004). With 
respect to this, in this study, except for one girl called Peipei, who told me that she 
thought her migrant mother had a modern, open mind and could give her emotional 
support even when relying on the telephone for communication, the others rarely 
reported that they had much effective communication with their migrant parents. 
6.1.2. Lonely at substitute caregiver’s home 
In addition to the disrupted relational process inside the nuclear family, some left-behind 
children also mentioned their sense of loneliness resulted from the new relational 
environment that they needed to adapt to when living in their substitute caregiver’s 
home. Ah Shui compared the days before and after his father’s return, and felt that his 
life was much better with him at home than when living in his uncle’s home (although 
he did not think this as good as his mother’s companionship). This boy was 13 years 
old and in Grade 7. He had lived with his paternal grandma, and then moved to his 
maternal uncle’s home due to some conflict in the extended family that occurred while 
both his parents were working away in Guangdong. 
“(After father came back) I can live in my own home… I can watch TV with him, 
and talk about nonsense… I can tell him what I want to eat, and then he will cook 
it for me… In uncle’s home, I think it’s not good to ask for anything from them. 
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Say, you live in their place, and still want to eat this, eat that.” 
Ah Shui’s words “in their place” indicated he had a sense of distance and did not feel 
he belonged when living in his uncle’s home. He knew he could not ask for the 
equivalent degree of care and concern from his uncle as from his parents. Several other 
children expressed similar feelings of isolation and uneasiness, and put it as “it’s other 
people’s home, not my own home”. For example, Ah Jin, a 13 year old Grade 8 boy, 
described his experience when he lived in his uncle’s home when he was in Grade 6.  
“I felt not very accustomed. You know, it is uncle’s home, not my own home… I 
can do whatever I want at my home. But there (uncle’s home) I should obey their 
rules, and behave like a lovable boy (to please them)… Anyway, you are not their 
own son. You should be tinghua (listen to them), not naughty… (I feel) a bit 
isolated.” 
Ah Jin and Ah Shui’s discourses are much in line with the schema of “differential order 
of association” (Fei, 1992) that guides Chinese people’s social interaction, in which an 
individual experiences himself/herself as being the centre of a network, and the extent 
of distance and responsibility to others depends on their relative positions in the person’s 
psychological concentric circle (Hwang, 2000). Evidently, these children had a very 
clear judgment of the characteristics of their different social ties, and could adjust their 
behaviour according to the changed relational contexts. This echoed Parreñas’ findings 
in the Philippines, where children living in relatives’ homes felt they placed an extra 
burden on their relatives and did not expect them to treat them as their own parents 
would (Parreñas, 2005). In this sense, living in a different home setting could add to 
left-behind children’s experience of lack of control as well as reduced care and support, 
and therefore is more likely to trigger the feeling of loneliness and isolation.   
However, living in the grandparents’ home seems to be different in that it could provide 
a sense of home to left-behind children. Those children brought up by grandparents, 
like Nini, Ah Ke and Feifei, among others, never mentioned having the feeling of 
staying in other people’s homes. This point is also illustrated in the boy Ah Jin’s 
experiences after he moved to his maternal grandparents’ home: “I got back (to 
grandma’s home) in Grade 7...much better!...I think grandma’s home is my home. I have 
lived with them (grandparents) before I was five”. In fact, according to my interviews 
and observations, it was routine in the local villages for the grown up children’s family 
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(mainly for the son and his family, as governed by the patriarchal rule) to stay with their 
parents before the adult offspring had earned enough money to build their own new 
house. Under such circumstances, grandparents were the real head of the extended 
family and obliged to support their children, including taking care of the left-behind 
grandchildren, according to the traditional Chinese culture of the family. Therefore, it 
is easy to understand why these left-behind children felt natural and at ease when living 
in the grandparents’ home and rarely complained about being isolated as they often did 
when staying in other caregivers’ homes. The following narrative from Feifei presents 
some typical experiences regarding left-behind children living under grandparents’ care. 
Feifei was a 12 year old girl in Grade 7, with both parents working in Tibet as the 
contractors for a construction team. 
“They have been looking after me since I was born... They all love me, so much... 
Grandma will prepare breakfast for me every morning (note: normally at 5 or 6 am, 
as the school bus sets off very early)... She will get up at midnight to see if I am 
tucked up. Mum won’t do that for me. She think I should be independent. She ask 
me to do these things by myself... Sometimes Grandma will scold me. She is very 
busy, so it is very easy for her to get impatient and blame me for being naughty, not 
listening to her... After that (she scolded me), I will not think about it anymore. 
Time passed, and I just forget it. Sometimes I will also say ‘I won’t talk to you any 
more’, if I get irritated by her words.” 
As illustrated in Feifei’s accounts, the left-behind children tended not feel like an 
outsider when living with grandparents: they enjoyed their grandparents’ care and 
nurture, knowing that they need not to be so careful with their words and actions as 
when living in another carer’s home. In fact, the local villagers generally held the view 
that grandparents were more lenient and indulging than parents, as the latter would put 
more stress on independence, which possibly was as a result of their exposure to western 
childrearing values during their migration to the city. As a result, there was a popular 
concern among the teachers and parents I interviewed that these children would be 
spoiled by their grandparents and become lazy, assertive or bad mannered. 
Consequently, some parents chose to send the children to an uncle or auntie’s home for 
stricter supervision when they grew older or showed signs of misbehaviour, as was the 
case with Maomao and Ah Shui’s parents. According to these children’s accounts, their 
parents rarely consulted them when they made this decision, and would not change their 
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minds even when the children insisted that they preferred to stay with their grandparents. 
For example, Maomao had objected strongly to mother’s decision to move her from 
grandparents’ to the auntie’s home, yet it turned out that, in the end, this made no 
difference to her mother’s determination for this to happen.     
Nevertheless, living with grandparents was not without drawbacks from the left-behind 
children’s perspectives, as these children also frequently complained about 
grandparents not understanding their language and thinking, and for not being easy to 
communicate with, as represented in the following comments made by Feifei:   
“She (grandma) is nagging… You just cannot talk with them. They don’t accept the 
new stuff… Like internet and pop stars… I am used to watching idol dramas every 
evening, but grandpa scolded me for wasting time on this nonsense. He thought I 
should put all my energy on study… Mum likes idol dramas too, she will watch 
together with me when at home. ”   
Overall, from the children’s perspective, on the one hand, grandparents could maintain 
a sense of home and help them avoid the feeling of isolation, but on the other, they could 
not provide the same companionship as parents for their knowledge base and lifestyle 
were far removed from the times in which these children had grown up. Therefore, the 
impact of “grandparents as caregivers” on loneliness seems to be quite complicated and 
cannot be defined as a ubiquitous risk factor as some previous research has proposed 
(Jia & Tian, 2010; Su et al., 2013).  
In addition, this researcher found that having a sibling or cousin living together with 
them meant that their companionship could compensate for left-behind children cared 
for by grandparents and even help them offset the feeling of boredom and loneliness. 
Ah Shui once mentioned his older sister.  
“She is studying in university now, in Changsha… We are very close. She will bring 
back snacks for me every time she comes back… We have lived together with 
grandma until she (sister) left in Grade 9 to live in the school… I missed her a lot, 
coz time with her home was much better. I can talk to her. We played together. She 
will take me out to play. We had a lot of fun...I have few to talk with grandma. She 
know little about my talking... When I had only grandma home, (I feel) kind of lack 
of wei (note: originally means the taste or flavour of food).” 
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Unlike grandma, sister was the one with whom Ah Shui could talk and play. With her 
beside him, he felt his life was not so boring but more fulfilled and fun. Nini also 
expressed similar feelings regarding the experience of moving to her maternal 
grandparents’ home and enjoying her little cousin’s company. As demonstrated by Ah 
Shui and Nini, living with a sibling or cousin was a common preference expressed by 
the left-behind children I interviewed. However, the children rarely had a say on such 
living arrangements according to my interviewees. Even though they had a sibling, it 
did not naturally mean they could live together. Some migrant parents would take one 
child away, as had those of Yuyu and Ah Jin, whilst some would put two children under 
the care of different households, as Maomao’s parents had with her and her little brother. 
The living with cousins issue could be even more complicated, for it also relied on the 
uncle and auntie’s decisions as well as the grandparents’ capacity for child care. 
6.1.3. Making alternate intimate connections 
When the left-behind children used different words to express their feeling of loneliness, 
such as “boring”, “isolated”, “lack of wei”, or “no one to talk and play with”, they were 
referring to their unmet relational needs in disruptive complicated environments caused 
by their parents’ migration. Although these children were exercising agency so as to 
tackle this problematic situation through negotiating with their family for better living 
environments, few of them could get the positive feedback they wanted from their 
parents. The parents seldom gave priority to their children’s emotional needs or listened 
to their opinions when making care arrangements. Moreover, these children also learned 
from their experiences that, sometimes, the changes in their relational contexts, such as 
their parents’ divorce, or unforeseen events in the extended family, were somewhat out 
of the control of them and/or their parents. Through reflecting on such experiences, 
these children, more or less, came to realise that as the less powerful members of their 
families, it would not be easy for them to reshape the relational structure inside the 
family according to their needs. Based on these judgments, therefore, they generally 
turned to explore supportive relational resources available outside the family to deal 
with their feeling of loneliness, which further demonstrated the practical evaluative 
element of their agency that was guiding them to search for alternative resolutions for 
these problematic situations that could not be solved through seeking family support 
(Emirbayer & Mische, 1998).  
 96 
 
Ah Jin chose to attend a tutorial class as his means to escape the weekends full of 
loneliness and boredom. As mentioned above, he was at the time in Grade 8 and cared 
for by his maternal grandparents. He told me he could not stand the boring weekends 
spent with only his old grandparents, and felt he had to find something to do. However, 
in the rural villages, there were no organized extra curriculum activities to participate 
in and few children of a similar age for him to play with. Therefore, he opted to join the 
tutorial class, because it provided a space for peers gathering together and having fun, 
and more importantly, compared to the other option of playing in the wang ba, it enabled 
him to use the excuse of its educational purpose to escape his parents’ ban regarding his 
“playing out” as well as giving him grounds for asking for extra financial support. He 
had successfully achieved his goal.  
“It is during the weekend. We have tutorial courses for Chinese, English, and 
Physics… Our group has nearly 20 students, most are good at study… The teacher 
only want to recruit good students... For we would not make trouble... The class is 
from 8 am to 11:30 am, every Saturday and Sunday… (I attend this class) because 
I can have fun here. There are so many people, better than home…We can talk, play, 
and chase each other in the break and after the class, like we usually do in the 
school… Mum supports my decision. (She will support) anything if only it is about 
study.” 
By attending the tutorial class, Ah Jin also found an alternative arena in which to 
develop a close relationship with his teacher Miss Lin and get a sense of home, which 
was beyond his original expectations. Miss Lin was the ban zhuren of Ah Jin’s class in 
his regular school and it was she and two other teachers of the same school that had set 
up the small crammer school in the centre of village community. Ah Jin told me that 
compared with the weekdays in school he had far more opportunities to talk with Miss 
Lin when attending the tutorial classes and had discovered she was very easy to get 
along with.  
“With her being there, I get a sense of home…She is a good teacher. I like to talk 
to her. We share many ideas and get along well with each other. You know, most of 
our teachers are at the age of thirty to forty, like our parents. She is young… She 
has a very strong impact on me. Before, I thought student and teacher are not at the 
same level, and it would be hard to communicate with each other. Now we can have 
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good communication and could play together…Sometimes, Miss Lin will organize 
some activities after the class, like taking us out to have picnics, and working as 
volunteers in elderly care home. She will even ask us to eat at her home.” 
In Chinese traditional culture, the teacher occupies a superior respected status that is 
similar to or even higher than that of parents, and ideally, he/she is expected to take 
parental-like responsibility for his/her students (Kipnis, 2009). However, with an 
average of 60 students in one class, the time that a teacher can afford to devote to caring 
about each individual was very limited, as Ah Jin had experienced. By comparing the 
past and present, he learned his tutorial class was critical for him to get close to Miss 
Lin, so he became even more enthusiastic about it. He told me he would behave actively 
in the class to please her or attract her attention. When mother questioned the academic 
effects of this tutorial class, he felt very anxious to defend his attendance, “I said it 
would take time to show its effects”. He also tried to play less and put more energy into 
studying, so as “to get a better score in exams, then she will not ask me to enrol in 
another teacher’s class”.  
Unlike Ah Jin, Ah Dong was the lowest ranking student in his class. He told me he had 
totally lost interest in study, and felt no need to pretend to work hard. The teachers in 
the school appeared to have given up all efforts to help him, as he told me he could 
leave the class anytime he wished and no teacher would stop him. Therefore, he chose 
to spend long periods in wang ba to deal with his boredom, even though it was regarded 
as misbehaviour by the school and community.  
“I will play internet games, and chat with friends online… I got to know a lot of 
people through internet, in our group, (constitute of) students in our school… 
Playing games is good for killing time. Time passes by very quickly…I often stayed 
there for the whole night… At home, time is hard to endure.”  
However, wang ba only provided an escape for killing time and a virtual environment 
with some loose contacts for company. Ah Dong still complained to me that he felt he 
lacked a sense of intimacy and belonging. Then, not long after that, he came to me and 
announced he had made a girlfriend at school,  
“She is my first love… we began at the week before last week… (With her) I feel 
my life is fulfilled, I will think about her every day…we have breakfast outside the 
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school together and we wait for the bus together after school… She is nice to me… 
She has never said harsh words to me. She cares about me, and she will help me on 
my homework.” 
Making a girlfriend entailed Ah Dong’s effort to build a new intimate relationship to 
compensate for the emotional loss brought on by his mother’s leaving. With his 
girlfriend, he was not alone any more, for he had a companion to care for him and share 
the trivial routines of his daily life again. Although zaolian (dating at a premature age) 
was regarded as deviant behaviour by the school, he appeared not to worry at all about 
such a judgement, declaring that “I am already a bad boy in their eyes”.  
Maomao’s strategy to deal with her loneliness also focussed on making a new intimate 
relational structure, but not in such an obviously rebellious way as Ah Dong. According 
to my interviews with her, she still cared about how parents and teachers considered her, 
and was trying to maintain a middle ranking in the class, even though she was not very 
interested in study. This may reflect the Chinese tradition, whereby girls are expected 
to behave more obediently than boys (Chen & Liu, 2012), for there were rarely any in 
the school being reported for playing truant or confronting the teachers. Yet, the girls’ 
compliance may just be at surface level, as illustrated in Maomao’s story. She had 
created a family-like peer group through making fictive brothers and sisters in the 
school. This strategy of making fictive siblingship draws on the Chinese traditional 
culture of extending the kinship bonds based on marriage and consanguinity to other 
personal relationships by using a kinship metaphor, which is widely practiced in China 
for expanding social networks (Santos, 2008). In using such terms, Maomao thought 
she could strengthen her bonds with friends, and cover her ambiguous romantic 
relationship with boys. Thus, she might be able to escape being blamed by adults, or at 
least, she could have an excuse for arguing with them. Nevertheless, she felt her 
loneliness was relieved when embraced by her fictive kinship network.  
“With so many (fictive) brothers and sisters, I will not feel lonely… Sometimes I 
have to make myself invisible on QQ (note: the most popular instant messenger in 
China like MSN), because too many guys want to talk with me… I feel especially 
close to ‘gan gege’ (fictive older brother) and ‘gan jiejie’ (fictive older sister)… 
They will help me top up my mobile, give money to me, and take me out for fun… 
If someone pisses me off, they will help me fix it… No matter what you talk about, 
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they can understand it. ‘Gan didi’ (fictive younger brother) and ‘gan meimei’ 
(fictive younger sister) don’t understand, and they even eat my snacks, and take 
away my stuff (without notice)…I have to live with it. They are brothers and sisters 
after all.”     
Maomao’s accounts indicate that a fictive “brothers and sisters” network entails stronger 
connections and more responsibilities beyond a normal friend relationship, where she 
enjoyed the benefits from older brothers and sisters, and meanwhile had to care and 
tolerate younger members, though reluctantly. It is just this family-like environment 
that offered her the emotional support and the sense of belonging that her remote parents 
or substitute caregivers failed to give.   
Ah Jin, Ah Dong, and Maomao’s stories demonstrate the typical strategies adopted by 
left-behind children to build up alternate intimate connections to deal with loneliness 
and compensate for their parents’ absence. In such networking processes, agency was 
involved in several ways. First, they were able to evaluate and utilise their structural 
(e.g. limited resources in the rural community, parents and teacher’s discipline and 
expectation, and their academic ranks in the school) and cultural (e.g. the culture of 
fictive kinship and educational importance) contexts practically when searching for the 
desirable pathway to tackle their problems. Second, they demonstrated the capacity to 
keep exploring new possibilities and adjusting their tactics (like Ah Jin’s getting close 
to his teacher, or Ah Dong’s shifting focus from wang ba to his girlfriend) according to 
the evolving situations. 
 
6.2. Free  
When migration deprived left-behind children of parents’ physical company and 
curtailed their emotional contacts, it also distanced them from parents’ supervision, 
discipline and control. Generally speaking, substitute caregivers could not assume the 
same authority over the children as their real parents, according to the culture of 
“differential order of association” (Fei, 1992). Consequently, almost every left-behind 
child in this study had found out that they could enjoy much more freedom due to 
parents’ absence, and this constituted an important resource that they could exploit to 
gain more control in their own lives through exercising agency.  
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Ah Jin represented the typical kind of left-behind child in terms of attitude towards 
freedom and parents’ company. He most enjoyed the freedom to “go out and play” that 
he gained after being sent back to his hometown, because he had lived with his parents 
in Shenzhen and been strictly controlled for four years. 
“The best thing about coming back is that I can go out and play as I like. I didn’t 
play enough when I was there (Shenzhen)… Sometimes they came back, I just felt 
restricted, not so free.” 
He also got more money and more autonomy in handling his living allowances. This 
was another kind of freedom that he enjoyed whilst living away from his parents. 
“After I came back, I got more money… When I was in Shenzhen, they gave me 
money day by day, only three kuai a day. Here I can have about eight to ten kuai a 
day… But this time mum came back and cut it to six kuai… She doubted I misused 
money… They gave me a debit card and will put money in it every month. 150 kuai 
a month, for snacks… Money for stationery, clothing and shoes was given 
separately… also put in the card… Overspend will not be compensated; savings I 
can keep as my si fang qian (private fund)… I will use it to treat my friends… and 
buy clothes I like… I don’t like the style mum bought for me, now I can choose 
everything by myself.”  
Even though Ah Jin’s parents appeared to not fully trust him, he still enjoyed much 
more space to make decisions regarding monetary issues according to his own choice, 
because it was impossible for them to closely supervise him from afar. Moreover, his 
parents had to rely on the information he provided to make educational arrangements 
for him, therefore, he could also have a say on the tutorial class issue, as previously 
discussed. Ah Jin knew very well that all these freedoms came from his parents’ 
inability to control him from a distance, while living with them would offer no such 
possibilities. Yet, he still was struggling between living with his mother’s care and 
control, and enjoying his freedom away from parents. Such a mixed feeling appeared 
even more evident when, one time his mother came back for his grandpa’s birthday.  
“This time, mum came back and then left. At the beginning days (of her leave), I 
will feel uneasy. After a while, I will feel it is not bad… When I was with my mum, 
I felt uneasy. I thought living with her was annoying. But when she left, there was 
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no one nagging me by my side, I felt uneasy too. Maybe I feel accustomed to her 
nagging on me… Anyway, it is not bad, because I can go out and play.” 
Ah Jin disliked his mother’s presence when she was with him, but turned to missing her 
company when she left. Yet, when I interviewed him, which was only a couple of days 
after his mother’s leaving, I sensed that he still preferred her presence even though he 
realized the dilemma between this and his freedom. However, since he had made a 
practical judgment acknowledging the low possibility of her return, he chose to accept 
the status quo and enjoy the bonus of having freedom. In the following accounts, he 
also tried to selectively activate and stress the unhappy memory of having no freedom 
when living with his parents.  
“Mum can help my study a lot (if she could come back). (But) she controls me so 
strictly, keeping me doing my homework day in and day out. Totally no freedom! ... 
When I was in Shenzhen, they did not allow me to go out and play by myself… 
They wish me to go to a key high school, so they don’t allow me to play. They kept 
me studying, no play. I felt very uncomfortable. It was no freedom there… In fact, 
I was not studying even I stayed in my room. I will play behind them… Sometimes, 
I will sneak out when they were not home… I wish I could have a more flexible 
schedule, and have more time to rest. At least give me 2 to 3 hours for free every 
day, like at weekends, half day study and half day play… I tried to communicate 
with them. I said play is kids’ nature, if you don’t let me play, I will become stupid. 
But they would not listen to me. They said you have to study hard now, and you 
will have time to play when you grow up. Otherwise, you will have to do an 
exhausting job as we do, and never be able to be free.” 
It appears to me that such selective emphasis on the experiences of no freedom is mainly 
shaped by the practical evaluative dimension of agency in that it entails Ah Jin’s efforts 
to remind himself that living with his parents was not that good, so that he could feel 
easier when having to adapt to mother’s absence and be more satisfied with his present 
free life. In fact, this agentic strategy of highlighting present freedom by comparison 
with the previously endured strict parental discipline was very popular among the left-
behind children I interviewed in this study. They not only used it to balance their 
emotional loss from their parents’ migration, but in some circumstances, to show off 
their freedom as a privilege in front of those non-left-behind children, for instance, when 
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they were involved in peer talks regarding parents or family, as I heard in my 
preliminary focus groups with them.  
Compared to Ah Jin, Linlin appeared a little more worried about her parents’ return, in 
particular, she very much enjoyed her freedom to “talk back” in her grandparents’ home. 
She was a 13 year old girl in Grade 8, living with her paternal grandparents. Her parents 
were both working in factories in Foshan, Guangdong Province. She told me with 
parents at home, she was only supposed to listen to them and not allowed to express 
different opinions, therefore, she valued their migration for the “free space to speak out”. 
She actually showed some mixed feelings when I asked whether she wished her parents 
would come back.    
“Yes and no…If they come back, they will be much stricter, and I will not have so 
much freedom. Now in grandma’s home I still have the free space to speak out. 
Whatever they (grandparents) say, I can talk back (show objection)… One day, I 
forgot to turn off the gas, and grandma scolded me, I respond, ‘last time you have 
forgotten it (turn gas off), but nobody condemned you.’ Then, my grandma said I 
had an evil tongue at so little age, I refuted her as, ‘I am practicing my speech skills, 
so I can be a lawyer in the future.’ … I do not really want to be a lawyer, but said it 
to irritate her, so she had nothing to say any more.” 
Linlin seems to know clearly that offending her seniors was a wrong to be corrected and 
punished according to her family education. However, she was aware that her 
grandparents would not discipline her as strictly as her parents and therefore, she felt 
assured in behaving in a less obedient manner and enjoyed the sense of freedom when 
challenging her grandma’s authority through talking back.   
Some left-behind children also exercised agency to further exploit their distance from 
the parents’ discipline to escape or resist parents and caregivers’ authority and to create 
and develop a free territory, subject to their own control. For example, Maomao had 
been complaining that her mother did not trust her throughout our interviews. When her 
mother scolded her over the telephone for not studying hard and for going out to play, 
she denied that she had gone out and blamed her mother for not believing this. However, 
at the beginning of our second interview, she told me: 
“There are a lot of guys asking me out to have fun. I don’t know which group I 
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should go with…like karaoke, drinking, hiking… By no means (tell my parents)! 
They won’t allow me to go out, for sure! But it’s impossible not to join them (the 
guys). They will say I am not loyal to them… Anyway, it is better not letting them 
(parents) know, otherwise, I will be scolded again… I know they (parents) won’t 
be happy (if they know it). At least I am happy!” 
Maomao knew her parents would definitely feel angry about the things she did together 
with these other guys. However, as they were far away from home and could not see 
these things for themselves, she thought she was able to keep them from knowing about 
them, or at least to deny them in front of them and blame their distrust in return. She 
also took advantage of the ambiguous line of authority between her different caregivers 
to avoid their discipline and gain more freedom. 
“When I go out for fun and don’t want them know it, I will tell my auntie I am 
going to my own home… (Excuses) are like to see grandma and my little brother, 
or to pick up some clothes or other stuff… I will go back, stay for a while, and then 
sneak out, when grandma is busy… When I feel unhappy with my auntie and cousin, 
I will even go back to live (with grandma) for a few days… Mum will ask me to 
move back (to auntie’s home)… Because grandma has to take care of my little 
brother, and cannot spare an eye on me.”     
Originally, Maomao’s parents aimed to put her under auntie’s stricter supervision by 
moving her away from the grandparents’ home. However, this had actually created two 
homes and two authorities that she could play off against each other. By manipulating 
the gaps between these two caregivers, she successfully developed a new space where 
she could act with a high degree of freedom and flexibility.    
Yuyu even utilized the gaps between her parents and grandparents to strive to live alone 
and to escape from the latter’s control, which was not very common among the left-
behind children I interviewed. She was 12 years old, in Grade 7 and her father had 
worked in different cities in Guangdong Province for more than six years. Her mother 
had left her with the paternal grandparents and joined her father in Shenzhen about three 
years previously. Yuyu had stayed in her grandparents’ house for over one year, and 
then through her unremitting efforts, she finally got her parents’ approval to move back 
and live alone in her own house, which was situated only one hundred steps away from 
that of her grandparents.  
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“I felt uneasy there (grandparents’ home). They are very nagging. They say the 
same things every day, in the morning when I go out, and in the evening when I 
come back. Just repeating… Like you did not wash the clothes properly, or you did 
not sweep the floor cleanly… So when dad asked me about my life with 
grandparents, I said I was not so happy. Initially dad thought about sending me to 
the accommodation in my school, I refused, and said I would like to live alone, 
because living in the school you have no freedom. But dad felt it was not a good 
idea. So I begged my mum. Mum talked to dad, and dad agreed at last, though 
rather reluctantly… I kept calling mum and whining to her. I told her grandma was 
nagging, so she agreed…I told her there were hairs in the food grandma cooked… 
Mum wishes I could be independent, so she agreed… She once said I would be 
powerful in the future if I could get accustomed to independence.”  
It appears to me that Yuyu was very tactical when exercising agency to manipulate the 
politics inside the extended family to attain her goal. She had made a very practical 
judgment about different family relationships, and adjusted her tactics according to 
evolving situations. She knew it was not proper to criticise her grandparents in front of 
their own son, as the culture of filial piety instructs, and hence, used a relatively indirect 
way to express her dissatisfaction with them in response to her father’s inquiry about 
her living situation. She seemed to understand the tension between the mother-in-law 
and daughter-in-law, which is an eternal conflict in Chinese family relationships, so she 
turned to her mother for support after the proposal was declined by her father and felt 
free to complain about her paternal grandma when talking with mother. With her mother 
by her side to negotiate with her father, she eventually achieved her father’s consent and 
realized her goal. During this process, her mother’s belief in independence also enabled 
and encouraged her to strive for freedom and gain more control over her own life. 
Several times in our interviews Yuyu talked about how she enjoyed the freedom of 
living alone away from parents and her grandparents’ supervision, and how she felt 
proud of herself for being able to live independently. However, she also admitted there 
were still some occasions when she would miss her parents’ care and support and 
consequently, felt in a bind about living with them or not. 
“When confronted with difficulties, I will think about joining them in Shenzhen… 
Like, when I am carrying heavy things, or when I cannot work out the difficult 
questions in my homework… But when I think they will nag me and control me, I 
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just give up the idea (of living with them). Mum had asked me to move to Shenzhen 
after she settled down there. I said no. I am kind of a rebel.” 
This discourse clearly indicates that Yuyu’s feelings toward her parents’ absence were 
fluid and variable, being subject to the emergent situations she encountered. 
Nevertheless, from her choice of not moving to Shenzhen to reunite with her parents, it 
can be seen that she still preferred to live alone and enjoy her own freedom, because 
she had become used to living away from their control and could not even imagine how 
to bear it again (her fear of the unfamiliar city was also a concern, as will be discussed 
in the next chapter). In fact, even though other children like Maomao or Ah Jin 
expressed the wish for their parents’ return, to give up the freedom they were enjoying 
could still be a big challenge for them to deal with after any reunion.  
      
6.3. Discussion 
Freedom and dependence is “a fundamental existential dilemma” in a parent-child 
relationship, because children are dependent on their parents, but they also have the 
intention to escape from their control (Smelser, 1998, p. 13). In particular, young 
children could be more aware of this contradiction, as they are dependent on parents 
economically, socially and emotionally and will feel highly restricted in their freedom 
to leave this relationship (Smelser, 1998). Moreover, for left-behind children, parents’ 
migration could even amplify this contradiction by highlighting the significance of both 
dependence and freedom to them. In this study, these left-behind children more or less 
complained that they had developed a sense of loneliness after the migration, which 
mainly referred to their unfulfilled needs for emotional and social support brought about 
by their parents’ absence. Meanwhile, they generally relished the freedom of living 
away from their parents’ supervision, for they could thus gain unprecedented control 
over their own lives that would be impossible to imagine if their parents were at home. 
It appears that these left-behind children liked and hated parents’ migration 
simultaneously, however, such mixed feelings were not in equilibrium with one another. 
Generally speaking, they were more likely to opt for their parents’ return (especially the 
mother’s return), rather than freedom without their parents’ companionship, even 




However, as discussed in last chapter, these left-behind children had accepted the 
necessity of migration for household development and realised it was not practical to 
change this family strategy. Therefore, in response to their lonely but free circumstances, 
they mainly adopted a present orientation in exercising agency to pursue a better living 
situation, one that did not require the termination of migration. First, they were making 
efforts to improve their parent-child communication and to pressurise their parents into 
making better care arrangements for them. Although their parents generally assumed a 
dictatorial attitude and appeared reluctant to listen to them, they did achieve some 
success through urging them to make some adjustment to address their needs. For 
example, when some of them proposed the compromise solution of “father migrating 
out and mother caring at home”, the parents felt uneasy in rejecting this, because this 
was justified according to the gendered division of labour in traditional Chinese culture. 
Consequently, they would positively reassure them with gestures like promising to 
return home more frequently, or asking relatives at home to provide more support. 
Second, they were able to explore alternative relational resources (e.g. a tutorial class 
or peer group) and cultural tools (e.g. fictive kinship or educational importance) to 
tackle their problematic situation when family support failed, such as searching for 
escape in attending a tutorial class, building up an intimate relationship with a teacher, 
or creating fictive kinship ties with peers. They also exhibited their capacity to adjust 
their goals or tactics according to the contingencies of changing situations, such as Ah 
Dong’s shifting focus from wang ba to his girlfriend. 
Third, they chose to circumvent the difficult side (parents’ company and care) of the 
contradiction by selectively emphasising the other side (freedom), to improve their 
current life satisfaction, as illustrated in the popular strategy of drawing on the 
previously endured strict parental discipline to highlight the present freedom. A few of 
them even made efforts to maximise their freedom by exploiting their distance from 
parents’ discipline to create a new territory subject to their own control, such as 
Maomao’s utilizing the gaps between her two caregivers’ supervision. To some extent, 
the freedom resulting from their parents’ absence acted as a resource for these left-
behind children to develop their counter-loneliness strategies, such as Ah Jin and 
Maomao having exploited their freedom to build up new intimate connections.   
Indeed, these children’s agency was shaped by structural and cultural contexts. There 
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were many restrictions on their choices and actions: the changing relationship between 
family members impeded them from negotiating better care arrangements; the limited 
public resources in local villages giving them few choices for leisure activities; and the 
traditional childrearing values held by the adults as well as the resultant practices meant 
communication between parents and their children was restricted, in particular, the 
children were prevented from participating in the family decision making process. Yet, 
on the other hand, they also knew how to act within such restrictions and to utilise the 
available structural resources and cultural tools to search for or create solutions to their 
problems, as illustrated in the above discussion about their agency. 
Moreover, these children’s agency also demonstrated the potential to bring some 
changes to their contexts, especially the intergenerational process between parents and 
child. After these left-behind children had lived away from their parents, found their 
own ways to deal with loneliness, and gained the chance to control their own money, 
time, space and activities, they greatly strengthened their capacity to manage their 
everyday life and had become used to the freedom of living independently. 
Consequently, it is very likely that they would be confronted with conflict and 
difficulties after their reunification with parents (Suårez-orozco, Todorova, & Louie, 
2002), because they might not be able to bear their parents’ discipline again. This 
habitus could even lead to their reduced reliance on parents for social and emotional 
support, weaken the affective bonds between parents and child, and probably result in 
the commodification of their relationship - where money has become the only important 
link between them. From a long term perspective, this would also make a contribution 
to the rise of a culture of independence.  
Furthermore, it needs to be acknowledged that being away from parents’ supervision 
and discipline could result in some children becoming at risk of deviant behaviours, like 
Maomao’s involvement in drinking, or Ah Dong’s playing truancy and over-
engagement in wang ba. Although at this stage, these activities were to relieve their 
feeling of loneliness and the children enjoyed the freedom to do such things, it is quite 
possible that they would blame their parents for not disciplining them after they had 
grown older and realised the consequences of such wrongdoing. In fact, Maomao had 
already attributed her worsening academic results to her mother’s absence when she 
faced her parents’ criticism. In sum, these issues could become the source of long-term 
conflict between migrant parents and their left-behind children.  
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Chapter VII Here and There  
The connections between “here” and “there” have been a central concern in research of 
transnational families or communities in the context of international migration 
(Waldinger, 2008). It is proposed that cross border migration has created a 
“transnational” or “diasporic” social field for geographically separated family members 
to have a family life by maintaining host-home interactions (Lie, 1995; Schiller, Basch, 
& Blanc-Szanton, 1992; Smith & Guarnizo, 1998). Within this social field, left-behind 
children are connected with parents and their host societies mainly through remittances 
as well as modern information and communication technologies like mobile phones and 
the internet (Dreby, 2010; Hoang & Yeoh, 2014; Olwig, 1999; Parreñas, 2005). 
Children’s direct experiences of parents’ host communities are very limited, because it 
is not easy for them to travel back and forth due to long distances, costly travel expenses 
and complicated visa application processes (Dreby, 2010; Hondagneu-Sotelo & Avila, 
1997; Parreñas, 2005). 
In this sense, the situation of Chinese left-behind children regarding internal rural-urban 
migration is different. Although policy barriers and economic considerations prevent 
these children from migrating with their parents (Duan et al., 2013; Ye et al., 2005), the 
latter do stay within national boundaries and therefore there are more opportunities for 
visits, either at home or where the work is located than would be the case if they were 
to go abroad (Wen & Lin, 2012). Children in this study have vividly presented their 
experiences of “there”, i.e. their parents’ work town, where they learned about the city’s 
prosperity as well as exclusion, and how these experiences were constructing and 
constructed by their experiences of an underdeveloped, but familiar, “here”, the rural 
hometown. This chapter captures such complicated feelings about “here” and “there” 
expressed in different left-behind children’s narratives, and explores how these shaped 
their aspirations for the future and motivated them to take projective actions.  
 
7.1. Experiencing Here and There   
Migration is not unidirectional, but rather, involves frequent back-and-forth movements 
of people, money, things and information (Waldinger, 2008). In China, children left 
behind in the hometown could have various opportunities to experience life faraway in 
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their parents’ work town, through the presents and stories brought back by migrant 
parents and by personally visiting or living with them in their work town for a period 
of time (All-China Women’s Federation, 2013). Indeed, “left behind” merely captures 
the current status of being separated from parents, and does not reflect the circular 
movement of these children. In this study, among the 16 left-behind children I 
interviewed, all had regular connection with migrant parents, 13 had visited their work 
town during holidays, and four of them had lived with migrant parents and attended 
school over there for periods of time ranging from between one semester and four years. 
When talking about their living experiences of being left behind, these children would 
frequently make comparison between “here” and “there”, with “here” referring to the 
hometown and “there” to their migrant parents’ work town. Their lives at “here” and 
over “there” were intertwined and mutually constructed, and neither could be 
understood without referring to the other.  
7.1.1. Superior city and inferior village 
The notions of the urban as “civilized” and “superior” and the rural as “backward” and 
“inferior” have become popular and grounded in society since the rural/urban divide 
emerged in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries in China (Cohen, 1993; 
Jacka & Gaetano, 2004). Moreover, expanded exposure to urban life has enabled left-
behind children truly to experience a sense of superiority for themselves. Among the 
left-behind children I interviewed in this study, convenience, prosperity and modernity 
of the city were common themes emerging repeatedly in their discourses about “there”. 
Usually, they would first talk about how they had been impressed by the better material 
conditions in the city, for instance, Qiqi told me she was most impressed by the material 
abundance there. She was a 12 year old girl in Grade 7, who had never visited her 
father’s work towns, because as a construction worker he was always moving from one 
place to another. However, she frequently received various things that he brought back 
from different provinces, like Guangdong, Xinjiang, Shandong and Zhejiang, through 
which she could touch, taste, or read about “there” and construct an image of developed 
cities. 
“There is more developed. You can find anything you want… Every Lunar New 
Year, dad would bring back a lot of novel things… Like brand clothes, snacks, and 
books… Most could not be found here. Just gorgeous! I loved them!” 
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Ah Shui had visited his mother in Foshan, Guangdong Province, twice for summer 
holidays. His instant response to the question of “how do you think about here and there” 
referred to the better facilities for amusement: 
“There (Foshan) I had more fun, a lot of places for playing… Auntie took me to 
play in the parks and swimming pool… Mum took me to see movies at night.” 
Ah Bin’s comments addressed the better standard of living conditions and shopping 
conveniences, besides parks. He was a 13 years old boy in Grade 8, who frequently 
visited his mother, who was working in Changsha, the capital city of Hunan Province 
located only 40 miles from the village.  
“I think there is better, having air conditioner. It’s convenient. If you want to buy 
something, just walk out a few steps and it’s the street, very close… There are a lot 
of parks. I went to Martyr Memorial Park, Window of the World.” 
Linlin had lived with her parents in Guangdong and studied in a local primary school 
for one and a half years. Thus, in addition to the shops and parks, she also described the 
school’s physical environment over there in a very positive way. 
“The material situation is very good there. The classroom is equipped with an air 
conditioner, computer, and a very big projector screen, and the floor is covered with 
tiles.” 
According to these children’s discourses, physical things and the environment 
represented the most visible side of “there”, when they first touched or entered into the 
domain of the city as an outsider. After they had had more involvement in the urban life, 
they came to know more aspects of it. For some of them, “renao” (boisterous, bustling 
with excitement) emerged frequently in their discourses to denote the prosperous and 
invigorating life in the city, as illustrated in Ah Ke’s narrative. He was a 14 year old boy 
in Grade 8, who had been to his parents’ work town only once, in the summer of his 
Grade 6, and had stayed there for about 30 to 40 days in total. At that time, his father 
and mother were both working in Shenzhen, Guangdong Province, but living separately 
in their own workplaces, with his mother employed in a tailor’s shop, whilst his father 
worked on a construction site. He stayed at the tailor’s shop with his mother for the first 
few weeks, and then moved to his father’s place, living with him inside an unfinished 
building on the construction site. When recalling his experience in Shenzhen, he looked 
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very excited, speaking in a high pitched voice with his eyes shining.  
“Very renao! A lot of fun! The outside world is marvelous! I even did some daily 
labour… in a factory near mum’s place… My older cousin sister was working there 
for summer, so I went with her… There are so many people in the big city. We 
worked together, very happy... I am kind of talkative. I loved to communicate with 
them. I felt joyful there. Boss’ daughter was my age, and we really got along with 
each other… I don’t think that work is hard… It’s fun, working together, talking, 
just gives me a sense of intimacy. I just enjoy it.… Nearby dad’s construction site 
there was another building project, with many workers from Sichuan, and their 
children. I could play with them, very happy. There was a supermarket over there, 
and a playground, we could play basketball, and watch plays and shows… not by 
famous stars, just for sales promotion, in the open area outside of the supermarket, 
with bands singing and dancing… For the first time in my life I went to the 
amusement park, amazing…”  
Ah Ke seemed to enjoy his urban experiences so much so that he even ignored the 
harshness of their living conditions in Shenzhen, for he did not have a single word of 
complaint about the inconvenience of the limited accommodation. According to his 
accounts, the charms of the city lay in the fact that it could provide employment and 
recreation for crowds of people gathering together, working, communicating and 
playing with each other. The physical facilities, like the supermarket and playground, 
were great for hosting various activities and events, yet, what really mattered for the 
sense of “renao” was the people, especially the crowds of young people of a similar age 
to him. In this sense, the city appeared in sharp contrast to the lonely rural hometown 
where he lived, which he had described as follows: “there are no playmates nearby. No 
children of my age. I used to play with kids older than me, but now they have all left 
the village, to work or study outside.” 
Ah Ke did not directly present this contrasting picture to me, as these two discourses 
were delivered in separate interviews in response to different questions. In fact, it is 
notable that not only him, but all of these children mentioned above, seemed more 
willing to talk about the better “there” than the inferior “here”. Indeed, by using a 
comparative form to describe “there”, saying “there” was more fun and more developed, 
with parks, swimming pools, cinemas, and short walking distances to the shopping 
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streets, as well as many novel things, they were implicitly stating that “here” were less 
fun and underdeveloped, with no such novelties and facilities. However, they were a 
little reserved when it came to being directly critical about “here”. It could be that they 
identified with the rural hometown, in terms of it being “my own territory” (in Linlin’s 
words), as will be discussed later in this section.   
Peipei was the only exception. She presented the contrasts between “here” and “there” 
in a very direct way. She was a 13 year old girl in Grade 8, who had just come back 
after four years’ living in Dongguan, Guangdong Province, when I interviewed her for 
the first time. Her father was working in factory management in Dongguan, and her 
mother was an insurance agent there, both of which are better off positions compared 
to other common migrant jobs, such as those in construction, or assembly-line work. 
This better off family background could have provided her better living conditions that 
approximated those of the urban middle class, and hence resulted in her different 
experiences and attitudes toward “here” and “there”.   
“(Here) I feel not accustomed, the situation is so bad. The toilet is very dirty. The 
teachers are not good, their behaviour is not civilized… The English teacher’s 
pronunciation is not so standard… Study is the only focus in this school. Here 
classmates will all listen to the lecture full heartedly. There we just play and have 
fun, and dating is very popular… The food is a disaster here. It’s just not for human 
beings… From there to here, it is from heaven to earth. I can have fun there. I used 
to go out every week, to play with classmates and do clothes shopping. Here I have 
to stay at bed watching TV. It’s too hard to go out. It’s too far away from the town.” 
Unlike the other children who mainly praised “there”, Peipei put more words into 
criticising “here”, the rural hometown. In fact, she appeared to speak in such a way that 
she believed that she did not belong to “here” but to “there”. Sometimes she would call 
the rural residents “xiang xia ren” (people living in rural areas), or even “xiang ba lao” 
(provincial bumpkins), a very humiliating name used about them by someone taking a 
superior urban perspective. She not only made harsh remarks on the material conditions 
of “here”, like the dirty toilet, disastrous food, and the inconveniences faced when going 
out for shopping and amusement, but also despised the behaviours, values and life styles 
of the people “here”. She disdained the teachers’ incompetence and uncivilized 
behaviour, and challenged the study dominated life of her (rural) classmates, because 
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she thought life she experienced over “there” was more advanced and represented a 
modern world view as it involved, such as speaking authentic English or searching for 
fun and happiness in life. Although several months later, she told me she had made some 
friends in the school and gradually got used to the rural life, she still appeared to regard 
herself as a representative of urban civilisation, and felt her urban experiences had given 
her a superior status over other classmates. The following account was given by her in 
our last interview, nine months after the first one.  
“I feel I am smarter, because I have learned a lot in Dongguan… My English is 
much better. Everyone can see it when I recite English text in the class…When we 
hang out in the street (here), they (classmates) always made a fuss about things that 
I thought quite so so… I know how to make up myself and I wear much more 
beautiful clothes. A lot of girls envy me, especially those who are good looking and 
want to be fashionable.” 
To some extent, Peipei had been transformed to a “cheng li ren” (an envious name for 
people living in the city, the opposite to “xiang xia ren”) after four years of living and 
receiving education in Dongguan. Her higher standard of English, wider exposure, 
broader knowledge, fashionable style, and even her rather superior attitude were all in 
accord with rural people’s perception or imagination about the superior “cheng li ren” 
(Zhou, 1998). Nini had constructed a similar image of the advanced city in her mind, 
but this differed from Peipei’s indulgent description of the past and present, for the way 
she expressed it was more to link it with her future development from an outsider’s 
perspective.  
“In the city, your personal networks are expanded. If you could do well in the city, 
it is because that you excel in knowledge and intelligence. In the city, I could 
improve my knowledge and make progress. No matter how good you are in the 
villages, you will be just so so when going out.” 
As a rural girl who had only visited “there” for one summer, Nini appeared very 
confident when she talked about the city’s advantages and higher standards for personal 
development. It could be that her academic excellence enabled her to feel assured about 
making her future in the city, as is discussed later in this chapter. Other children, who 
did not do as well in their study or did not feel they identified with “there” as much as 
Peipei, when talking about their impressions about “there”, were less willing to address 
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such non-material matters. In fact, I could sense from their fears about joining parents 
and studying over “there” that they could have captured these superiorities of city, but 
just felt afraid of being dwarfed by them, as illustrated in Ah Wan’s words, “the 
textbooks there are more difficult, and the teachers were more demanding. I fear I 
cannot adapt to it.” For these children, their feelings toward the city were rather mixed: 
they longed for its prosperity and modernity, and meanwhile felt afraid they could not 
meet the high qualifications it demanded.      
Nevertheless, through direct experiences of visiting or living “there”, or indirect 
experiences of things and information from “there”, these left-behind children had all 
built up their own impressions about the superior city and inferior village. These 
perceptions of the rural-urban gaps could provide a basic incentive for them to leave 
their rural hometown and search for a better future in the cities, though there was also 
trepidation among some of them about being looked down upon by “cheng li ren”. 
7.1.2. Exclusive city and familiar hometown 
When further exploring these left-behind children’s experiences of “there”, the picture 
became more complicated and something not so pleasant emerged, especially for those 
children who had had more chances to have a prolonged stay over “there”. Their 
attitudes toward “there” were presented in a rather contradictory way, for besides the 
wonders and attractiveness, they had also deeply felt the remoteness and exclusion of 
the city. 
Linlin was a 13 year old girl in Grade 8 living with her grandparents, whose parents 
were working in factories in Foshan, Guangdong Province. She had lived with her 
parents and studied in a local primary school for one and a half years from the second 
semester of Grade 3. As mentioned above, she was impressed by the better material 
conditions over “there”, including gardens, parks, and school facilities. Yet, she was not 
very happy in school as she felt marginalized in her class and did not get along with the 
local students. 
“Most of my classmates were local students, and they only speak Cantonese. They 
bullied us quite often… My name sounds like ‘flying’ in Cantonese, so they often 
laughed at my name, calling me ‘flying’… One day, I punched them with a book, 
and they pushed me to the floor. I hate them… I had only two friends there. Both 
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of them are non-locals, like me, and their parents are also migrant workers. We are 
the poor in the class.” 
However, when answering the follow up question of “how do you do in the school 
here?”, she obviously appeared to be happier, with a smile on her face and giggling all 
the time.  
“I like (the school) here, because here is my own territory… My classmates here 
like to give nicknames as well. My name is very easy to be nicknamed… They call 
me “flying”, or “fox”, a lot of nicknames. My desk mate Xiao Rou is called “dog 
feet”… But I still like here more. In Guangdong I don’t understand their dialect… 
I don’t like the classmates there. They abused me… I feel happier here. We could 
have fun with each other… I don’t like to play with boys, (as) they are always 
tricking us, and spreading gossip… Today, a boy stamped on my desk, and I used 
a notebook to beat him…Very joyful, playing pranks.”  
From the above two narratives it can be seen that in reality the routines in both schools 
were quite similar, with students playing tricks on each other, giving nicknames, 
gossiping and fighting. However, for Linlin, there were huge differences between “here” 
and “there” for she felt discriminated against in the context of the latter. This 
identification with her hometown can be seen in her use of othering words and phrases, 
such “local”, “non-local”, and “my own territory”. According to her discourses, the 
different dialect of “there” and the low economic status of her family were two critical 
factors that gave her the feeling of marginalization and affected her integration with the 
local people over “there”.   
Thus, Linlin developed a quite contradictory attitude towards “there”. On the one hand, 
she was attracted by the material richness and colourful life found over “there”, on the 
other hand, she disliked the exclusion and marginalization she felt in the school 
experience over “there”. Several other children also encountered such ambivalence like 
Linlin. They all enjoyed the convenience, colourfulness and prosperity of the city, but 
felt themselves to be strangers and did not want to stay there for long, like Ah Dong 
who mentioned his trouble with the local dialect in Guangdong, and Ah Bin who feared 
he would not be accepted by his classmates and teachers in Changsha. Yuyu’s narrative 
captured some of such struggles. She was from a better off family, with her father 
running a decorating business in Shenzhen and her mother was a housewife staying 
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there looking after her little sister.  
“I don’t want to live with my parents in Shenzhen. I can’t adapt to there.….. I envy 
my little sister. She has lived with my parents in Shenzhen since she was born…… 
I know Shenzhen is fun. When I was there for the summer, I can just sleep, eat, play 
and buy clothes everyday……But there is still a strange place to me. Once I almost 
got lost… Here is my home. I am familiar with here. I know the road, the people. I 
can go everywhere I like. ” 
Apparently, Yuyu was not really resisting living in Shenzhen. However, she wished to 
live there as a local born child, like her little sister, so that she would not feel like a 
stranger in the city. To some extent, this could be seen to be the common wish of all 
these children mentioned above. Yet, the real world was such that they had no escape 
from what they feared, either the language barrier, or the unfamiliar environment, or the 
economic constraints. After experiencing the strangeness and exclusion of “there”, they 
could come to be even more fearful about the city and feel more distant from it. These 
feelings, in return, could strengthen their identification with “here”, the familiar 
hometown, as illustrated in Linlin and Yuyu’s discourses.   
Nonetheless, there were also successful cases of integration. Peipei and Ah Jin had both 
blended into the local community when they were living in their parents’ work town. 
As mentioned before, Peipei had just come back from Guangdong for Grade 8 when I 
first met her. Her parents had left their hometown to work in Dongguan, Guangdong 
Province, during her Grade 1 and she had frequently visited after that. In Grade 5, she 
was taken to Dongguan and had been studying there for the preceding four years. She 
described how she gradually became integrated into the new environment as follows: 
“At the beginning, I did not understand their dialect, but I learned it very quickly… 
I learned it from my classmates...It took like one semester… I made friends with 
the classmates. I went to play at their homes, and they come to play at my home… 
We would also do clothes shopping together, eating snacks or barbecue on the 
street … (I played with) local students. Most students in that school are locals, only 
several from outside” 
Peipei had achieved two things that children like Linlin had not succeeded with: the 
overcoming of the language barrier, and the making of friends among local students. In 
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fact, it could be inferred from her discourse that the processes to attain these were 
interconnected with each other: learning the local dialect could help bridge her distance 
with classmates, while making friends with them could in return facilitate her language 
learning. This is in stark contrast to Linlin’s conflicting interaction with the local 
students in her class. Such a distinction could be as a result of the different family 
economic backgrounds of the two children. As discussed before, Peipei’s parents were 
in high status jobs and thus could give her solid financial support to join the local peer 
group and follow their lifestyle, such as by clothes shopping and eating out, while 
Linlin’s parents were low paid factory workers and could hardly afford these treats for 
their daughter.  
Ah Jin’s situation was quite similar to that of Peipei. He was also from a better off family 
and had stayed with his parents over “there” for four years. His parents were running a 
small business in Shenzhen, and could provide him with a relatively high living standard. 
He told me he had his own separate room in their apartment, and he was attending a 
private bi-language school (more expensive than government funded schools) when in 
Shenzhen. He also made friends with local classmates in Shenzhen, and frequently 
joined their extra curriculum activities, like learning oil painting. More fortunately for 
him was that when living in Shenzhen he did not have a dialect problem. For, as 
Shenzhen is a special zone in Guangdong that was founded in the late 1970s, most of 
the citizens are not original Cantonese people but come from all over the country, and 
putong hua (standard mandarin) is the most popular language used.   
Nevertheless, Peipei and Ah Jin still had to return to their hometown if they wanted to 
have a university education. Being the children of migrant workers, they were not 
allowed to take the National College Entrance Examination (NCEE) in the parents’ 
work town. As the NCEE takes different forms across provinces, they had to return and 
enter high school in their hometown to prepare for it. Ah Jin’s parents had sent him back 
earlier in Grade 6 to get accustomed to the new educational environment in the 
hometown, whereas Peipei came back at a later stage so she had to repeat Grade 8 in 
order to fall into line with the local education system. Thus, Peipei and Ah Jin were in 
fact institutionally excluded from “there”, the host city of their parents, although they 
seemed to integrate successfully into the local urban community. These educational 
restrictions were a key reason why many children did not follow their migrant parents 
to live and attend school in their work town (Liu, 2013). In fact, the fragmented 
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education policy in China can be the most difficult barrier for left-behind children and 
their parents to overcome if they want to stay together in the city (Xiang, 2007). 
7.1.3. The hardship of being migrant labour 
Among the 16 left-behind children I interviewed, the parents of 14 of them had low 
status jobs like construction, manufacturing work, or running a small business, When 
these left-behind children went to their parents’ work town, or received things and 
information from the migrant parents, they not only experienced the prosperity of the 
city, but had more exposure to the hardships of their parents’ work. The left-behind 
children I interviewed had disclosed various aspects of their parents’ drudgery in being 
migrant labour. When living in Shenzhen, Ah Jin had witnessed his parents running 
their small business with day and night reversed. Thus, he learned that even though their 
family was better off among common rural migrants, their money did not come easily, 
for it entailed his parents’ pain and sacrifice. 
“They (parents) were doing a fruit and vegetable wholesale business in the market. 
They had to go out in the middle of the night and come back to sleep during 
daytime… We had few times spent together actually, when I was living with them... 
I know it is not easy for them… They arrange everything for me… They do make 
sacrifices for me.” 
Nini spent her summer in Guangdong when she was 10 years old. She only saw her 
father at weekends because the factory required the workers to work overtime during 
weekdays. She noticed her father’s tiredness every time he came back and learned how 
exhausting the manufacturing work could be.  
“At that time, mum just had my little brother. Dad only came back for the 
weekend… We rented an apartment in Panyu (suburban area)… Dad was working 
in Guangzhou, and it took one to two hours for commuting…When he came back, 
he would sleep very early. We wished he could play with us, but he was too tired.” 
Qiqi’s father was a construction worker, one of the most popular and high risk jobs that 
rural migrants undertake (Liu & Cheng, 2008). She got to know her father’s poor 
working and living conditions through their telephone calls as well as the VCR tapes 
and photos her father brought back. What impressed her most was his experience when 




“I called father asking how he was getting on, and he said it was very cold there. 
They lived in a very shabby place, and had to sleep on the floor… Father came back 
with VCR tapes and photos of his life over there. When I watched it, I really saw 
the scene that father slept on the floor, I wanted to cry at that time.”  
Feifei’s discourse further illustrates the danger of being a construction worker. Her 
father had been severely injured once in an accident, when working on a construction 
site in Tibet, an even more remote place than Xinjiang. She told me she often worried 
about her father after that, but she knew her parents had no better option for making 
money other than continuing this high risk job.    
“Dad’s leg had a comminuted fracture when I was in Grade 5. The treatment cost 
more than one hundred thousand kuai. He was hurt on the construction site… It 
was an accident on the construction site. He was hit by something even heavier than 
steel, and got a comminuted fracture. One of his friends even fell down from the 
mountain… Before that, mum had promised they would come back soon. But then 
dad had the accident… If they come back, we would have no economic resource. 
After dad broke his leg, we got into a heavy debt… I can only wish god blesses 
them safe.” 
Indeed, knowing the bitterness of being a migrant worker had invoked complicated 
emotions among these left-behind children. They felt sympathy and sorrow for their 
parents’ hardship, worried about their health and safety, but meanwhile appreciated it 
with gratitude, because their parents’ suffering further amplified their sacrifice in 
providing for them (Murphy, 2014). Moreover, under the culture of filial piety, they 
knew such suffering and sacrifice embodied their parents’ expectation for them to 
achieve future success as payback (Ho, 1996). Therefore, when talking about parents’ 
toils over “there”, these children generally expressed the will to reciprocate in the future, 
commenting: “I wish I could get better achievement by studying hard, then I can 
reciprocate my dad and mum” (Qiqi), or “I wish I can enter university, then I can find a 
better job, and they need not to do hard work anymore.” (Ah Jin)  
On the other side, knowing the hardship of being a migrant labourer also made these 
children not want to follow their parents’ path, which echoes the research findings of 
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Murphy (2014) in Jiangxi, China and Hoang and Yeoh (2014) in Vietnam. Besides those 
children who chose to study hard for upward mobility (like Nini, Qiqi and Ah Jin), the 
less interested in study students also assumed a negative attitude toward the livelihood 
choice of being migrant labour, as illustrated in Maomao’s following narrative.  
“My father said, if you do not study hard, just go out to work, as a migrant labourer. 
I said nothing. I still want to study more. Being a migrant labourer is too hard. 
There’s more fun in the school.”  
In fact, the austerity of migrant labourers’ lives was frequently used by adults to 
motivate these children with little academic interest to study harder for better future 
opportunities, like Maomao’s father did with her. Although this could hardly shift these 
children’s interests from freedom and fun towards academic issues, according to my 
interviews with them, it did encourage some to receive more education by opting for 
prolonging their stay in school, including Maomao, Ah Bin, and Ah Zhao.   
 
7.2. Making the Future in the City 
The experiences of “here” and “there” profoundly influenced left-behind children’s 
perception of their present lives and their aspirations for the future. On the one hand, 
they acknowledged the poverty and underdevelopment of the rural hometown and had 
become deeply attracted to the modernity and prosperity of the city. On the other hand, 
they experienced the exclusion of the city towards rural migrants and learned the 
hardship of being a migrant labourer. They had the desire to enjoy the better living in 
the city, but did not want to live there being marginalised. Having perceived the social, 
economic, or institutional barriers that rural migrants faced in the city, they knew that 
to realize this aspiration they could not rely on the old pathway adopted by their parents, 
but rather, needed to assume a projective orientation to figure out a different and more 
respectable way to overcome their current constraints. 
Among the left-behind children I interviewed, the most popular plan was associated 
with studying hard to enter university and then getting a well-paid job in the city. This 
choice was not merely a habitual application of the culture of educational importance, 
but entailed these children’s reflection on the meaning of education and their efforts in 
the formulation of projects to negotiate a pathway towards the future. Drawing on his 
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parents’ experiences, Ah Jin came to understand that their low education levels had 
caused their powerless status quo. The words Ah Jin quoted from his parents in the 
following narrative demonstrate well how migrant parents blamed their low profile jobs 
on their own limited education. 
“Their education level is even lower than mine. Both only attended primary 
school… They wish I could enter a key high school, and then go to the university… 
They always complain their education is not enough... They are always saying 
things like ‘You will be birds when you are well educated, you can fly as high as 
you like. You will be ants when you are not educated, and you will have to follow 
others, and let others step over you.’… They must have been humiliated outside 
(note: voice trembled here)… They never mentioned any details. They just keep 
saying it like this.” 
Being typically traditional Chinese, Ah Jin’s parents on the one hand wished their son 
to know about their hardships so that he would understand the significance of education 
and be filial, yet on the other hand, they felt embarrassed about their humiliating 
experiences and tried to conceal these from the child in order to maintain his respect for 
them. Ah Jin had sensitively captured the unspoken part of their toils, and appeared 
deeply impressed by this, as his voice trembled and eyes turned red when talking about 
it. This could have further motivated him to pursue high education for a better job to 
save his parents from their present hard work, as mentioned previously.  
Some other children, like Feifei, further convinced themselves of the link between 
education and success, from the stories of role models in the extended family or 
community. Feifei was only 12 years old when she reported the following to me. She 
was called the “little teacher” in her class for her “dong shi” (literally means knowing 
things; representing maturity or sensibility) beyond her years.    
“They said we migrate for work, and you should focus on study. There is no college 
student in my family. My father and my aunt did not go to college. If I make it, I 
will be the first college student in my family. You know, I feel big pressure, because 
my little sister is not good at study. The hope of the whole family now rests on me. 
I must study hard. When in Grade 6, a grand auntie died, I wrote the “wan lian” 
(elegiac couplet), in “kai shu” (the regular script of calligraphy). One grand 
grandma saw it, praised my handwriting, and said you were sure to have a bright 
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future. Our big family has an outstanding distant grand-uncle working in Beijing. 
He was graduated from Tsinghua University, and he could earn more than 500,000 
kuai a year. Grandpa asked me to become outstanding like him. It will not only be 
good for myself in the future, but will also improve the situation of the whole family. 
The family will be honoured when talking with others. There is no boy in my 
generation in the family. Without (male) heirs, you will be taken advantage of when 
you have conflicts with others. You will be despised. He also said, ‘if you fall 
behind, you will have to beg for other’s mercy, and get exploited by others’… Last 
time, I ranked ninth in the class in the mid-term exam, and you (the researcher) said 
well done. I don’t think so. That’s less than what I should have achieved. I should 
be among the top five to deserve their hard work and care. When they play mahjong 
at home, grandma will introduce me to the guests as the girl who is excellent in 
study. When chatting with people whose kids have poor grades, father will proudly 
talk about me. I don’t think I should rank eighth, ninth or tenth. My maths is not 
very good. It was better when in primary school. (A long sigh here). But I think I 
should look forward. Someone in our class, a girl, classifies our classmates by 
exams scores. I don’t think that is right. I think it should be the goal (as the standard 
for classification)… She is looking at the end point, but I am looking at the future… ” 
Apparently, Feifei felt highly pressurised by the expectation of the whole family, yet, 
she also appeared to enjoy the feeling of being the promising one that they could count 
on. The story about the outstanding grand uncle ignited her hopes and confidence to 
achieve a bright future in the city through education, while the respect she gained with 
her present academic performance further confirmed to her the significance of education. 
Consequently, she felt assured that through academic excellence she would be able to 
change the difficult situations of her family, and hence, chose studying hard as her 
pathway to pursue a better future for herself and the family. By stressing “I should look 
forward” and “I am looking at the future”, she made it very clear that her studying hard 
was mainly a future orientated action, which is very much in line with the projective 
element of agency as expressed in Emirbayer and Mische’s (1998) work.  
Similar future orientation could also be identified from Nini’s narrative, when she talked 
about her determination to leave the rural village and linked it with her positive 
speculation about the city (as quoted in the previous section). Compared with Feifei, 




“I always got very good scores in examinations. A lot of classmates view me as 
their competitor and their goal is to beat me. My goal is far beyond this… My goal 
is to get out of the village. That is also my parents’ expectation. I will use scores to 
measure my current achievements. I fear to be disgraced among my classmates. But 
I do this mainly for the future…I am realistic, actually. I feel only in the city could 
I achieve my potential and strength, and overcome my weakness. In the city, your 
personal networks are expanded. If you could do well in the city, it is because that 
you excel in knowledge and intelligence. In the city, I could improve my knowledge 
and make progress. No matter how good you are in the villages, you will be just so 
so when going out... I get these ideas from TV and books, and father and mother 
often talk like this as well. They wish me to live a better life than they did, not only 
in terms of economic situation, but also improvements intellectually culturally and 
morally.”  
According to Nini’s narrative, she was not only concerned about the prospect of 
economic improvement, preferring to put more stress on the overall development of 
personal competence in the city. Her understanding of doing well in the city was that it 
required higher qualifications than in rural villages. Thus, she constantly reminded 
herself that her goal was targeted at her future success in the city, rather than in 
competing with her peers, because even if they were good in the villages, they “will be 
just so so when going out” to the city.       
Several other children I interviewed also expressed their will to pursue their future in 
the city through professions requiring higher education, like Ah Ke, who aspired to be 
an architect, Linlin wishing to become a translator, and Yuyu wanting to be a teacher. 
In fact, almost every child I interviewed acknowledged the importance of education for 
their future. Even some children doing not so well and showing little interest in study 
appeared to desire pursuing higher education, such as Ah Shui, Maomao and Ah Dong. 
However, when approaching the end of their nine years of compulsory education, these 
children, or boys to be exact, who felt their academic advancement was not very likely, 
had also begun to think about alternative ways to pursue their future in the city. In 
contrast, the girls seemed to have not prepared a second option other than pursuing 
higher education, even Maomao, who admitted she had little chance of getting into 
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university. It could be that in the rural communities the boys were being socialized to 
be more independent so that they would be able to provide for the family when grown 
up. Hence, they appeared to be more active and autonomous than girls in formulating 
new projects when feeling blocked by traditional trajectories. They tended to emphasize 
the significance of professional skills and working experiences for future career 
development, and proposed taking some vocational training first with the aim of finding 
a skilled job, like becoming a chef (Ah Dong), a tour guide (Ah Wan) or an excavator 
driver (Ah Shui). This was the preferred alternative to repeating the manual jobs their 
migrant parents did, like construction workers, miners, or factory workers. Ah Wei was 
the only one who had taken concrete actions toward his goal. He was a 13 year old boy 
in Grade 8 when I first met him. His father had been working away as a construction 
worker since before he was born, and his mother had died when he was six years old. 
He and his older sister were cared for by his paternal grandma after that. He quit school 
at the end of the first semester of Grade 8, which was in fact, about one and a half years 
before he could finish middle school as the nine year compulsory education regulations 
require.    
“(I am living) in South City Road (now)… An auto repair shop, (run) by my 
neighbour… I am learning (car repairing) there, as an apprentice… (I’ve been there) 
for four months now… I like it… I don’t like study… I have been thinking about it 
for a long time. I can’t make a good student anyway… From Grade 6, I began to 
think about that. I can’t focus on study… I like playing… I began to think about to 
become a car repairing worker or a chef when I grow up… I am not very sure why 
I had such ideas. Maybe from the TV, the advertisement… about those vocational 
schools… It says those jobs are hot in the city and you can get good wages… My 
older sister tried to persuade me not to quit school… She is in university now, the 
second year... She said you should get more education to find a better job in the 
future… I said I can’t study well…Dad said nothing. He just let me go… He had 
been pushing me to study hard before. Too strictly! He wanted me to study all the 
time, even in the holidays. The more he pushed, the more I resisted in my mind… 
I know education is important, but every time I went to school, I just wanted to play, 
not to study… Here (the auto repair shop) when I learned something, I would have 
a sense of achievement. Shifu (note: master teacher, a respectful name for one 
teaching vocational skills) will praise me and say like, this boy is good, and can 
have a bright future… No, no sense of achievement (in the school)… No praise at 
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all... I can’t work out the questions (in the exam) anyway.” 
Students with bad educational performance like Ah Wei could be the most frustrated 
group in the school, according to my interviews and observations. They would often be 
blamed by their parents, caregivers or teachers for their low grades, and gradually lose 
their trust and support if they failed to show any efforts to study harder, as illustrated in 
Ah Wei’s narrative. Moreover, if they could not build a rapport with peers in similar 
situations, as Ah Shui and Ah Dong had managed to do, they would have little chance 
of feeling any sense of camaraderie, but rather be shunned by the majority of their 
classmates who regarded exams scores as the standard by which to classify good and 
bad students. This could be another reason for Ah Wei giving up his studies in that he 
did not mention having any close friends during our interviews.  
Feeling totally frustrated with the school, Ah Wei chose to quit and yet, he was not 
merely escaping school. He had been actively thinking about the future and made his 
choice according to the information he could obtain, albeit limited in nature. In fact, 
like Ah Wei, several other children also told me they were influenced by the advertising 
explosion when envisaging future careers, and felt attracted by the professional skills, 
good wages, or joyfulness it promised. However, after experiencing the reality of work, 
Ah Wei soon found out that being a car repair apprentice was not easy for a 13 year old 
boy fond of playing like him, even though he had gained some sense of achievement 
from his job.  
“Shifu is very strict, and does not allow me to leave the shop without his 
permission ... I have snuck out for two days in wang ba, and got caught by Shifu… 
He called dad… Dad said if you do not want to learn that, just come with me… I 
don’t want to follow him to the construction site… The (living) conditions there 
are very poor. Life is not good there… I’ve been there in Grade 7… The conditions 
are really bad.” 
Ah Wei told me he had thought about his father’s words for a whole night. Having 
witnessed his father’s harsh conditions, he felt it was too difficult to be a construction 
worker, and hence chose to continue his apprenticeship. Ah Wei’s family background 
had largely restricted his choices. As his mother had died at an early age, his father had 
to provide for the whole family alone from his low paid job, and it was especially hard 
to afford the university fees for the older sister. Feeling disappointed with his son’s 
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academic prospects, Ah Wei’s father could be understandably reluctant to put more 
investment into him, as there was another child on whom he could count. Yet, according 
to my interviews and observations, for children from better off families, or for the only 
child in a family, even though they were not promising in terms of study, parents would 
still put financial resources towards their education or training to prepare them for future 
careers. For example, Ah Shui told me his mother required him to finish high school 
before going out to learn work related skills, and Ah Wan told me his father was 
prepared to send him to a formal vocational school if he could not gain entry to a good 
high school. However, according to my interviews with local government officials, they 
expressed concerns that the quality of vocational training could not meet the 
requirements of the labour market and guarantee good employment as promised in the 
advertisements. Thus, it would appear that these children’s hypothetical resolution of 
obtaining the necessary vocational skills to guarantee employment might not be fulfilled, 
in which case it would need to be modified in the future.  
Studying hard for university education and thinking about learning working skills can 
be viewed as the future oriented strategy that the left-behind children figured out so as 
to pursue a better living in the city. They all had a clear goal, that is, leaving the rural 
hometown for the developed city, and they all wished to avoid their parents’ fate of 
being a migrant labourer, labelled with the name of “nongmin gong” (peasant worker) 
that would reinforce their rural background. Often, they bore not only their own dreams, 
but also the whole family’s expectations. Their aspiration for the future was empowered 
by their parents’ migration, as it gave them expanded exposure to urban life as well as 
the necessary financial resources for their education and training. Yet, parents’ input and 
expectations could be stressful for these children, as they often appeared to fear that 
they would not be able to meet these and pay back their parents’ sacrifice. Ah Ke’s 
discourse reflects the combination of their ambition, determination, fear and anxiety. 
“I think I should be responsible for my own future and make a good plan... Anyway, 
I have to walk on the right track. The road of life is short. If you take one wrong 
step, then all will be ruined… I must grasp the opportunity to get better education, 
and study hard. And, the abilities in every aspect are also what I need to cultivate, 




7.3. Discussion  
In the context of international migration, flows of information, money and things from 
“there” to “here” provide the sources for left-behind children to imagine and construct 
the ‘notion’ of developed countries as a rich and modern world (Dreby, 2010). This has 
resulted in children associating migration with wealth and social mobility, downplaying 
the value of education, and aspiring to follow in their parents’ footsteps to “there”, as 
disclosed by a plethora of studies carried out in Latin America, Africa and Southeast 
Asia (Artico, 2003; Coe, 2012; Dreby, 2010; Kandel, 2003; Langevang & Gough, 2009). 
By contrast, Hoang and Yeoh (2014) revealed that in Vietnam, although children 
imagined “there” as being a better world, they did not want to go overseas when they 
had grown up, because their construction of migrant life was grounded in hardship and 
loneliness due to the adults’ deliberate emphasis on the sacrificial aspects of migration, 
which appeared to be driven by the intention to cultivate a feeling of gratitude in 
children. 
In this study, in the context of China’s internal rural-urban migration, the focal left-
behind children demonstrated extensive direct experience of “there”, and appeared to 
have developed complicated feelings about “here” and “there”. They liked the 
modernity and prosperity of “there”, but resented its exclusion and strangeness; they 
felt embarrassed about the underdevelopment of “here”, but enjoyed the familiarity and 
sense of belonging it gave them. They also linked their parents’ migration with a sense 
of bitterness and sacrifice and did not want to take this strategy for seeking a livelihood 
themselves, which is quite similar to the aforementioned Vietnamese children, whereby 
the narrative of parental sacrifice was used to promote a sense of the children’s 
obligation. However, even though they had realized the marginalized situation of 
“nongming gong”, they still held the strong desire to go to the developed urban area, 
because they could see the possibility of avoiding their parents’ hardship and hence, live 
a better life in the city. Through parents, extended family, community members, and 
public media, they learned that high levels of education and professional skills could 
make it more likely that they could get rid of the label of “nongming gong” and be 
accepted as a real “cheng li ren”. Therefore, they generally assumed a projective 
orientation in exercising agency to search for such viable pathways to negotiate a better 
future in the city and were aware that they needed to take action in this direction, if there 
was to be a solution to the unresolved tensions between “here” and “there” that they 
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were experiencing at the time.  
Studying hard for university education was the most popular project reported among 
these left-behind children. This was enabled by the value placed on educational 
importance as well as the family expectations and generous investment, rather than a 
mechanical action predetermined by these cultural and structural conditions. It involved 
a process in which the children exercised agency to reflect on the importance of 
education for their present and future situations, thus making the effort to engage with 
their studies and achieve high grades in accordance with their aspiration to attend 
university so as to be able to live a better life in the city in the future. The good grades 
that they obtained through hard study could enable them to gain a higher status and 
more financial resources from their family, school and community. These, in return, 
could further strengthen their belief in the significance of education and motivate them 
to study even harder. Yet, at the same time, they could also feel higher degrees of 
academic pressure due to these increased resources and the correspondingly raised 
expectation. This could result in these children feeling anxiety about their performance 
and having a fear of failure. 
Not all the children could perform well at study and satisfy the entrance qualifications 
needed for high education, even though the admission rate has been rising year on year 
(Xing, 2013). Under such constraining circumstances, consideration of learning work 
skills represented the future oriented agency of those children who felt frustrated by 
their academic prospects. When they felt blocked in their academic advancement, they 
began to search actively for alternative pathways towards the future, drawing on 
information from the media. They also chose to emphasize the value of professional 
skills to shift the focus of their family and themselves away from the significance of a 
university education, as this could help adjust the expectations of their family members 
and make them more willing to support their vocational training in the future. However, 
the prospects arising from such a strategy could be greatly influenced by the quality of 
the vocational training and the degree of its match to the requirements of the labour 
market. 
In sum, both studying hard for university education and projecting about learning 
vocational skills were primarily driven by the projective element of agency, as 
characterized by the following argument of Emirbayer and Mische (1998, p. 984), 
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“immersed in a temporal flow, they move ‘beyond themselves’ into the future and 
construct changing images of where they think they are going, where they want to go, 
and how they can get there from where they are at present.” Moreover, in the Chinese 
context, both strategies also represent the future orientation of the whole family, because 
children are regarded as the continuation of parents’ lives and parents are to find their 
existential meaning in their children’s successes (Ho, 1996; Kipnis, 2009). Therefore, 
parents are willing to make sacrifices for their children and invest in their future, whilst 
the children feel obligated to reciprocate in terms of their future success.  
However, whether the focal children will attain their goal through these strategies is not 
only subject to their exercise of agency and family support, but also influenced by 
broader socioeconomic contexts. In addition to the constraints discussed above, like 
university admission rates and the quality of vocational training, it also depends on 
whether the labour market can provide sufficient high status employment vacancies for 
people with a university education or appropriate professional skills, which is largely 
related to China’s industrial upgrading processes. Yet, speaking broadly, from the other 
side it can be argued that if there is a growing population possessing university 
education or professional skills and aspirations for urban life, China is more capable of 
speeding up its industrial upgrading and urbanization processes, which in return, could 
help each individual child to realize his/her goals.  
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Chapter VIII Conclusion, Discussion and 
Implications 
This study has been aimed at finding out how left-behind children experience their life 
with parents’ migration from their own perspective and exploring how they practise 
agency to negotiate with structural and cultural contexts when living under these 
circumstances. Through the analysis of the qualitative data I gathered from my 
fieldwork in the Yucai Middle School and nearby villages in Hunan Province, China, I 
have presented in detail the mixed feelings towards parental migration amongst the left-
behind children and their various strategies of action to deal with their struggles in three 
empirical findings chapters, which pertained to three paired interwoven themes, that is, 
“money and love”, “lonely and free”, and “here and there”, respectively. The analysis 
on specific experience and its relationship with agency, structure and culture has been 
summarised in the discussion section of each findings chapter and therefore, this 
concluding chapter mainly focuses on the synthesis of these analyses, with the general 
aim being to build a theoretical framework that incorporates the experiences of left-
behind children living with their parents’ migration. Based on the research findings, 
policy and practice implications are proposed with a central concern to include 
children’s own perspective and thus, facilitate their exercising of agency. The final 
section presents the limitations of this research and the recommendations for future 
studies. 
 
8.1. Conclusion and Discussion  
In presenting how the focal left-behind children experienced their lives with their 
parents’ migration and exercised their agency to deal with this, my aim has not been to 
make fixed claims about the situation of left-behind children, but rather, to stay true to 
these children’s accounts and demonstrate their experiences from their own 
perspectives, even though these experiences are always full of complexities and 
contradictions. By disclosing these left-behind children’s mixed feelings and their 
agentic strategies of action, this study has provided a diversified and nuanced picture of 
these children, which is different from the current passive and victim images often put 
forward to the public. Moreover, an integrative framework has been proposed that 
 131 
 
facilitates gaining a dynamic and comprehensive understanding of this group, thereby 
contributing to the current theoretical debates on children and childhood studies. 
8.1.1. Ambivalence 
The left-behind children’s experiences with their parents’ migration explored in this 
study could be conceptualised as constituting “ambivalence”, as demonstrated in the 
analysis of the three pairs of interwoven themes, namely “money and love”, “lonely and 
free”, and “here and there”. Their accounts unfold their lived contradictions and 
dilemmas, for, they valued and enjoyed the money that their parents earned from 
migration and acknowledged it as a currency of love, but disliked the emotional distance 
from their migrant parents due to physical separation; they resented the feeling of being 
lonely as they were without their parents’ company on the one hand, but enjoyed the 
freedom from parents’ control on the other; they held mixed feelings about their home 
communities and the host cities to which their parents migrated, because neither could 
simultaneously give them a sense of belonging and satisfy their desire for modernity. 
Such ambivalence “is distinguished from indifference, uncertainty, ambiguity, 
dissonance and inconsistency” (Baek, 2010, p. 611), for it reflects that these children 
simultaneously held contradictory attitudes toward their parents’ migration, which stem 
from ongoing interactions with their structural and cultural contexts. 
The concept of ambivalence is well embedded in sociological tradition. Merton and 
Barber (1963, p. 99) define it as “opposing normative tendencies in the social definition 
of a role”, that is, it refers to incompatible normative expectations which constitute 
fundamental structural sources of ambivalence in social relations (Lüscher & Pillemer, 
1998). In recent years, sociologists have conceptualized ambivalence within human 
relationships ranging from social roles to the characteristics of modernity (Bauman, 
1991; Beck, 1994; Giddens, 1991; Smart, 1999; Smelser, 1998). Among them, Smelser 
(1998, p. 5) constructs ambivalence as the concurrent existence of “opposing affective 
orientations toward the same person, object, or symbol”, and proposes that dependent 
situations tend to generate ambivalence. Bauman, Beck, Giddens and Smart 
conceptualise ambivalence as an unintended feature of modernity, which is associated 
with uncertainty, anxiety, and disorder (Bauman, 1991; Beck, 1994; Giddens, 1991; 
Smart, 1999). Empirically, ambivalence has been employed to explore adults’ 
intergenerational relationships, referring to contradictions and tensions between adult 
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children and their parents (Connidis & Mcmullin, 2000; Lüscher, 2002; Lüscher & 
Pillemer, 1998). Such analysis has mainly been used to provide psycho-social 
explanations on mixed emotional and instrumental behaviours at the micro-level 
concerning individuals, dyads and networks, but has failed to provide broader social-
structural explanations regarding these (Connidis & Mcmullin, 2002, Hillcoat-
Nalletamby & Philips, 2011). There has been a call for research into the 
multidimensional, temporal, and transformative characteristics of ambivalence 
(Connidis & Mcmullin, 2002; Hillcoat-Nalletamby & Philips, 2011). Hillcoat-
Nalletamby and Philips (2011, p. 206) contend:  
“Ambivalence is situated at the nexus of complex, dynamic figurations of relational 
experiences which are patterned by the temporality of relational histories and the 
socially structured dimensions of human existence.” 
The current study echoes this theoretical postulate by locating left-behind children’s 
ambivalent experiences within the interactive processes involved when they exercise 
agency to negotiate with social and cultural contexts. First, left-behind children’s 
experiences of ambivalence are grounded in the structural and cultural contexts 
associated with migration. They receive not only resources (e.g. money and expanded 
urban exposure) but also endure constraints (e.g. lack of parental company and 
exclusion in the city) brought about by their parents’ migration and the broader context 
of China’s rural-urban bifurcation. Such resources and constraints breed ambivalence 
by boosting the children’s needs (e.g. for money, freedom, and modernity) or by raising 
their awareness of certain needs (e.g. “qin”, companionship, and sense of belonging) on 
the one hand, yet on the other, make these different needs incompatible, such as when 
money is traded off against “qin”, their parents’ companionship against freedom, as 
well as the sense of belonging against urban modernity. Moreover, as analysed in my 
previous chapters, these incompatible needs are also shaped by diversified and often 
contradictory cultural schemas. For example, the notion of independence serves to 
endorse the desire for freedom, while the traditional Chinese culture of the family 
emphasizes interdependence and obligation.  
Second, the contradictory feelings that constitute ambivalence are not in equilibrium 
with one another but rather, can be expressed in different ways, according to changing 
situations. For instance, when addressing the material benefits they received or the 
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economic pressure of their family, these children were likely to show appreciation 
regarding their parents’ migration. However, when faced with other children’s 
happiness with having their parents at their side, they were prone to making complaints 
about feeling not “qin” with their parents due to their migration. Therefore, these left-
behind children were constantly moving between the two poles of ambivalence in 
accordance with the contingencies of particular situations.  
Third, such volatile experiences of ambivalence are anxiety-provoking, and thus can 
drive left-behind children to exercise agency to deal with the challenges emerging from 
changing situations. By shifting their temporal orientations, and drawing on different 
structural resources and cultural tools, the children are able to form a variety of practical 
or projective strategies to impact upon their problematic situations, with potentialities 
to reconstruct or transform their parent-child relationship and the broader rural-urban 
connections, to a greater or lesser extent. In so doing, they will be reproducing or 
changing the ambivalence that they have been experiencing.  
Given the evidence presented in the current study it is reasonable to argue that 
ambivalence can serve as a bridging concept between agency and structure/culture. That 
is, it stems from left-behind children’s interactions with structure and culture on the one 
hand, and on the other, it provides the driving impetus for children to exercise agency 
to reproduce and/or transform their structural and cultural contexts.  
8.1.2. Agency 
Agency is central for understanding the process that left-behind children adopt to deal 
with their ambivalence towards their parents’ migration. It is the exercising of agency 
that reproduces and transforms the structural and cultural contexts that cultivate 
ambivalence. In this study it has emerged that the strategies that left-behind children 
develop to deal with their ambivalent experiences are primarily shaped by the practical 
evaluative and projective dimensions of agency that Emirbayer and Mische (1998) 
propose, while the dimension of iteration only plays a subsidiary role. It could be that 
the conflict rooted in ambivalence cannot be tackled simply by resorting to largely 
unreflective patterns of action, but instead requires higher degrees of practical judgment 
and imaginative engagement. 
The practical evaluative strategies refer to left-behind children’s efforts to improve their 
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present states of life in response to the emergent challenges arising from evolving 
situations. Such instances include the choice of supporting parents’ migration for 
economic considerations, the construction of the narrative of “not qin” to address their 
emotional loss, the proposal of “father migrating out and mother caring at home” and 
the exploration of alternative relational resources to tackle the problem of loneliness, as 
well as the utilization of their parents’ absence to maximise their freedom. However, as 
discussed before, a particular situation tends to elicit one pole of ambivalence and this 
is the major challenge for left-behind children to confront in the present. As a 
consequence, when they choose practical evaluative strategies that are mainly engaged 
with addressing the present, they can often end up attending to one side of ambivalence 
and repressing the other. They may be able to improve, temporarily, their life 
satisfaction regarding the present, but cannot fundamentally resolve the dilemma they 
struggle with, because the other side of their ambivalence will reassert itself later, when 
the contingencies change. For example, by choosing to live alone in her hometown 
rather than moving to Shenzhen with her parents, Yuyu could enjoy more freedom to 
which she currently attached high importance, but she had to endure feeling a sense of 
loneliness at the same time, which could have turned out to be a major challenge when 
this was triggered under certain circumstances. As such, these practical evaluative 
actions could actually reproduce ambivalence, because they highlight alternately the 
significance of both contradictory poles (i.e. money and “qin”, parents’ companionship 
and freedom, and here and there), but do not fundamentally change rural-urban 
bifurcation and the embedded migrant and left-behind child relationship. 
However, the ambivalence resulting from parents’ migration is not unresolvable when 
seen from the long term view. By shifting to a future orientation, left-behind children 
are able to move beyond current structural constraints so as to project solutions that may 
foster chances to restructure the rural family’s livelihood strategy, and more broadly, to 
reshape rural-urban connections and change the structure of Chinese society. These 
possibilities are illustrated in the discussions regarding left-behind children’s projective 
strategies of studying hard for achieving a university education and learning vocational 
skills so as to be able to take up respectable jobs. These would break up the foundations 
of the ambivalence that these left-behind children experienced in the present, although 
subsequently, new forms of ambivalence would emerge from their reconfigured 




Structure constrains and enables left-behind children’s exercise of agency in dealing 
with their ambivalence towards their parents’ migration. At the macro level, the rural-
urban bifurcation in contemporary China is a defining structural force that shapes these 
children’s ambivalence, as discussed above. It appears highly restricting for the children 
of migrants in that neither can they opt out of the livelihood strategy of migration nor 
can they strive to be recognized as real urban children in terms of their social, cultural 
and legal status. Yet, large scale rural to urban migration has boosted the exchange of 
people, money, things and information, all of which permeate the rural-urban divide 
and provide increased resources and opportunities that enable left-behind children to 
have more choices than their parents’ generation, particularly regarding how to live 
their current lives and how to imagine and aspire for their futures. Moreover, China’s 
booming economy, rapid urbanization, and expanding higher education and vocational 
training opportunities also cultivate people’s optimism. In particular, these fuel left-
behind children’s desire to achieve upward mobility through studying hard or learning 
professional skills.   
The relational contexts are the structures with which children directly negotiate 
resources and constraints that mainly involve their interactions with parents, peers, 
teachers, extended family members, and neighbours. Among these, the parent-child 
relational process plays a central role in conditioning the children’s lives. From their 
interactions with their parents, left-behind children not only perceive the rigidity of the 
aforementioned macro socioeconomic forces, but also become aware of the restrictions 
inside the family that constrain their efforts to pursue better living situations. These 
include the economic situation of the family, parenting practices guided by traditional 
childrearing values, unforeseen events in the extended family, the ever evolving 
relationship between the father and mother as well as the conflicting interests of 
different family members. However, there are resources gained from parents’ migration 
that are enabling these children’s exercise of agency, including: money earned from 
migration that is supportive of children’s study and networking; parents’ absence giving 
children a space in which to bargain with their parents regarding making their own 
choices and resisting adults’ authority; and expanded urban exposure helping them to 
construct images of urban life, which motivate them to study harder or to find 
professional jobs so as to have a better future in the city. 
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However, structure is also shaped by the left-behind children’s exercise of agency. 
Although they do not have much influence on the decision to migrate, their choice to 
adopt a supportive attitude towards this as a venture founded in family cooperation, can 
have a stabilising effect on the status quo of the family and reproduce the mode of 
migration, whereby the parents migrate and the children are left behind. Moreover, the 
structure of the parent-child relationship is also influenced by the children’s exercise of 
agency, such that the construction of “love but not qin” helps sustain the loving bond 
between parents and child, whilst exerting a potential challenge to their moral 
relationship regarding obligations. Moreover, the strategies to deal with loneliness and 
to exploit freedom further reduce children’s reliance on parents and can sow the seeds 
of intergenerational conflict. Further, from the long term perspective, the projective 
strategies of studying hard and learning vocational skills, are going to change the 
socioeconomic status of the family as well as promote broader social and economic 
development in China, whilst also reshaping the rural-urban divided structure of society. 
These developments reflect the structuration process (Giddens, 1981) in that these 
children’s agency is not only constituted by the social structure, but also serves to 
reproduce and/or reconfigure it. 
8.1.4. Culture 
Culture shapes the “tool kit” of world-views, habits and styles (Swidler, 1986, p. 273) 
and is both enabling and constraining for left-behind children when interpreting their 
situations and forming agentic strategies. The relation-oriented culture that stresses 
interdependence, harmoniousness, reciprocity and obligation provides the basic 
framework guiding Chinese people’s living. It can be seen to express itself in various 
forms according to changing situations (Ho, 1996; Yang, 1981). It enabled the focal 
children to construct their parents’ migration as a sacrifice, which led to them 
committing to reciprocate (when expressed as filial piety in family settings), it 
conditioned their preferences for care arrangements (when expressed as the schema of 
differential order of association), and it supported them in employing a familisation 
strategy to strengthen their relationships with peers and school teachers so as to ease 
their loneliness (when applied to non-family settings). Furthermore, the culture of 
educational importance plays a significant role in shaping children’s understanding of 
migration as a necessity, underpinning their choice to study hard for future success, and 
supporting them to negotiate more resources from their family, school and community. 
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In return, this tends to impose high levels of academic pressure on children, and in 
particular, disadvantages those not doing well in their studies. Moreover, the traditional 
childrearing styles that stress adult authority and require children’s obedience, when 
combined with an over emphasis on educational success as a key to the future, constitute 
a force that can constrain children’s voices and agency. This can be noted in issues not 
related to study, such as intergenerational communication problems and when figuring 
out appropriate care arrangements.  
There are newly emerging cultural notions in the children’s accounts that appear to be 
different from or even conflicting with some of the aforementioned traditions, including 
ideas emphasizing material consumption, emotional needs, independence, and gaining 
professional vocational skills. These ideas provide alternative tools to draw on for those 
children feeling blocked in by traditional trajectories. In so doing, they can formulate 
unconventional strategies in response to their problematic situations, such as making 
the choice to live alone for a sense of freedom and taking up the pathway of learning 
vocational skills for future career success. The influences of such cultural notions are 
substantiated by structural opportunities stemming from their parents’ migration, such 
as an intensive involvement in monetary issues, distance from parental control and 
expanded exposure to modern urban living. Yet, up until now the impact of such notions 
on left-behind children’s lives still appears to be subsidiary to that of traditional culture, 
in that the latter plays a primary role in resource distribution by shaping the action of 
those adults in control, such as parents, caregivers, and teachers. In return, the resources 
can validate the enduring existence of the guiding schema, such as the culture of 
educational importance shaping parents’ generous investment in education and the 
money involved consequently reinforcing children’s belief in the extant culture. This 
reflects the duality of culture and structure in that culture is to be validated by structure 
for reproduction and structural resources need culture to inform their use (Sewell, 1992).  
In shaping the structures that underpin different cultural schemas, left-behind children’s 
exercise of agency can reproduce and transform the cultural contexts in which they are 
embedded. From the findings of this study, it can be seen that the various strategies of 
action these children adopt provide structural resources for the development of different 
or even conflicting cultural notions, although so far it is hard to predict how these 
tensions will be resolved in the long run. First, the use of money for networking in 
securing children’s social bonds can reinforce their reliance on money and reproduce 
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the culture of material importance. Second, the choice of studying hard, when coupled 
with real achievements of upward mobility in the future, serves to underpin further the 
culture of educational importance. However, if vocational training achieves similar 
success in terms of individual career trajectories, people’s enthusiasm for academic 
advancement could be diluted to a certain extent. Third, the commitment to pursue 
future success and pay back parents by sustaining a reciprocal intergeneration 
relationship, contributes to the reproduction of filial piety. By contrast, the construction 
of “not qin” along with the strategies for dealing with loneliness and exploiting 
opportunities for freedom, in creating gaps and conflict between parents and their 
children, can strengthen the notion of independence and thus, bringing into question the 
traditional intergenerational pattern of interdependence and sense of mutual obligation.    
8.1.5. An integrated framework 
An integrated theoretical framework has been developed in this study to capture left-
behind children’s experiences of living with their parents’ migration and to explicate 
the process of their practising of agency. It is proposed that ambivalence acts as a 
bridging concept to capture the mixed feelings that the left-behind children generate in 
their interaction with structural and cultural contexts on the one hand, and on the other, 
it can explain the dynamics of children’s exercise of agency in reproducing and 
transforming the contexts that constitute their experiences. In contrast to a univalent 
expression of people’s feelings, attitudes and choice, ambivalence focuses on the 
simultaneous existence of contradictory affective orientations (Smelser, 1998) and is 
evolving in nature for it is subject to the interplay between structure, culture and agency 
(Hillcoat-Nalletamby & Philips, 2011).  
The conceptualisation of agency deployed in this study challenges the notion of agency 
as rational choice or resistance in that given their univalent orientations neither 
approach addresses the concept of ambivalence (Emirbayer & Mische, 1998; Smelser, 
1998). Moreover, a temporal approach that incorporates different orientations of agency 
and locates it within evolving structural and cultural contexts is adopted to analyse the 
dynamic process in which ambivalence unfolds. It is built on the theory advanced by 
Emirbayer and Mische (1998, p. 962), wherein they define agency as “a temporally 
embedded process of social engagement” and disaggregate it into temporal dimensions: 
either engaged with the past, or responsive to the present, or oriented towards the future. 
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This conceptualization can be used to address the complicated and transformative 
characteristics of ambivalence in that it provides for a multidimensional analysis of the 
different forms of interaction between agency and structure that constitute ambivalence. 
Figure 5. An integrated framework for a dynamic understanding of left-behind children 
 
However, Emirbayer and Miche’s (1998) theorising of agency does not adequately 
address the relationship between culture and agency, because culture is not separated 
from structure analytically in their framework. Drawing on the works of Sewell (1992) 
and Swidler (1986), this researcher makes a distinction between structure (actual 
resources) and culture (virtual schemas), by introducing their mutually constituting 
relation to their interactions with agency. This facilitates the capture of the cultural 
dimension present in the dynamics of ambivalence. Consequently, this integrated 
framework helps in the attainment of a more dynamic, comprehensive yet nuanced 
understanding of left behind children’s diverse and often conflicting experiences. It 
builds upon a series of previous studies that have stressed left-behind children’s 
perspectives and agency that have covered a wide range of these children’s experiences 
(Asis, 2006; Dreby, 2010; Olwig, 1999; Orellana et al., 2001; Murphy, 2014). By 
incorporating the concept of ambivalence into the dynamic interplay between structure, 
culture and agency, it is contended that the proposed framework can systematically 
capture the complexity in such children’s lived experiences.  
Moreover, this framework could contribute to the debates in the sociology of childhood 
field by advancing theoretical integration to transcend the agency/structure dichotomy. 
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By drawing on different theoretical resources regarding agency, structure and culture 
(Emirbayer & Miche, 1998; Sewell, 1992; Swidler, 1986), this proposed integrated 
framework takes a step forward to locate children’s agency and experiences within the 
dialectic processes with evolving structural and cultural contexts (Mayall, 2012), which 
are riddled with “intricacies, complexities, ambiguities, and ambivalence” (Tisdall & 
Punch, 2012, p. 259). 
 
8.2. Implications 
By capturing a dynamic understanding of left-behind children’s ambivalent experiences 
with their parents’ migration from their own perspectives, this researcher contributes to 
the literature that challenges the image attributed to left-behind children by the Chinese 
government and the mass media (All-China Women’s Federation, 2013; Y. Wu, 2013; 
Zhang, 2008) that contends they are passive victims. In particular, the children’ own 
perception of their living circumstances provides rich information about how to address 
their real needs, which are largely ignored in current policy and services that are 
dominated by a prevailing top-down perspective. Therefore, it is urged that policy 
makers should incorporate left-behind children’s perspectives when designing policies 
and services to promote their well-being. Moreover, drawing on the study findings, this 
researcher puts forward some specific implications for practice and policy.  
From a practical stance, to address the current problems of left-behind children, a range 
of interventions targeted at enhancing their relational contexts and community 
environment could improve their situation in the short term. A training course for 
migrant parents and caregivers that helps the adults realize the importance of attending 
to the children’s emotional needs, listening to their voices and improving 
intergeneration communication is required along with detailed parenting guidance that 
takes into account the best available contemporary knowledge in this field. The left-
behind children should be involved in designing the course and its delivery to make sure 
that it addresses their real needs. In addition, school-based support programmes could 
assist left-behind children, given the central role of study and school in these children’s 
lives and the traditional Chinese cultural expectations with regards to teacher 
responsibilities. In order to facilitate such initiatives, specific institutional arrangements 
have to be established, with extra financial backing to secure their actual 
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implementation. Finances are needed so as to reduce the number of students in a class 
which may allow the school teachers to pay adequate attention to children when they 
are in particular need of support. Further to this, community capacity building 
programmes can increase the resources that left-behind children could draw on to 
negotiate a better way of living, such as the development of public facilities and 
worthwhile extra curriculum activities. 
In fact, to provide comprehensive services for left-behind children whilst avoiding 
disadvantaging other children who may also be in need, a general service system for 
rural children needs to be established that includes some of the aforementioned 
interventions for left-behind children. In contemporary China, the public services that 
rural children can access are very limited and often cannot stretch to basic protection 
measures that prevent them from becoming victims of violence, abuse, neglect and 
exploitation (Cheng, 2012). Therefore, central government should make efforts to 
develop basic services for children in all rural areas, from which left-behind children 
can benefit.  
Turning to policy measures to be taken on a broader level, a future oriented policy 
scheme to expand the opportunities for upward mobility of aspirational people would 
also benefit left-behind children. Such a policy demands that more resources are 
allocated to promote the quality of education and vocational training in rural areas, as 
well as to speed up the pace of industrial upgrading and urbanization. This policy could 
allow the left-behind children to realise their projective strategies, which revolve around 
resolving the dilemma of their family and paying back the sacrifices made by their 
migrant parents. However, the most important policy initiative that could substantially 
improve the situation of left-behind children is one that breaks down the institutional 
barriers regarding rural to urban migration. This requires that the government abolishes 
the hukou registration system, or at least reforms the hukou based public service 
provision system so that migrant workers can access benefits in terms of housing, 
employment, education, and medical services, which would facilitate the permanent 
residence of all family members in the cities.  
  
8.3. Limitations and Future Research Directions 
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While this research contributes to developing an integrative dynamic framework that 
can shed light on left-behind children’s experiences, it has several limitations. First, this 
study was conducted in a specific rural town in an inland province of Hunan in China. 
The town is located at a convenient distance from several cities, including the capital 
city of the province. Its economic situation is near to the national average level of all 
rural areas and Guangdong Province is the main destination for migration due to its 
geographic proximity. Therefore, the findings emerging from this study cannot be seen 
as representative of all left-behind children’s experiences in rural China, which 
comprises vast territories with huge regional variations. Future research in settings with 
different social, cultural, economic and geographical characteristics would help attain a 
more comprehensive understanding of left-behind children across some of these 
different geographical regions, and comparative research between different 
communities could further highlight the impact of structural and cultural contexts.  
Second, this study was based in the focal children’s rural hometown and mainly 
captured their status of being left behind. Yet, as discussed in the previous chapters, it 
is quite common for the children to visit or stay in the parents’ work town for a period 
of time. Such experiences of “there” have deep influences on their lives in the present 
as well as in the future, and are inseparable from their living “here”, in the rural 
hometown. The term “left behind” can only refer to their current status of being 
separated from their parents, and cannot capture the circular movement of these children. 
Therefore, future research concerning the influences of rural-urban migration on 
children should transcend the static division of left-behind and migrant children so as 
to study their whole experience over time. A longitudinal research design is a 
recommended approach which would involve following a group of children through 
their life trajectories across multiple sites, so as to establish a more dynamic picture of 
their experiences and the effects of migration.  
Lastly, this study has mainly focused on children’s perspectives and experiences to 
inform the design of policy and services for left-behind children, which to date have 
been dominated by adults’ points of view. To address, in full, a specific policy or service 
issue, further studies should include perspectives gathered from a range of different 
stakeholders, including the children themselves, parents, caregivers, school teachers, 
community residents and leaders, local governmental officials, and social service 
providers. By bringing together all these perspectives to a study, it is hoped that all those 
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involved will become engaged in a dialogue that could result in improvements in the 












Appendix 2. Question List for Interviews 
For left-behind children 
The first interview 
 How do you lead your daily life?  
Follow up with specific questions on basic living arrangements (including but not 
limited to meals, clothing, housing, transportation, and living expenses), school life, 
homework, leisure time, house chores and holidays. 
 What do you think about your current life? 
Followed by questions exploring the differences in life with and without parent(s) 
home, such as, “was there any difference before he or /and she left”, “if he or /and 
she was/were at home, would there be any difference”, or “is there any difference 
between your life and your peer’s life”?  
 How are you connected with your migrant parent(s)? 
Follow up with questions on the method of distance communication, the return of 
migrant parent(s), and the reunion in the city, and then move on to feelings about 
these experiences. 
The second interview 
 How do you feel/think about the conditions/circumstances you mentioned before? 
How have these conditions/circumstances influence you? 
 What did you do under these conditions/circumstances? Why and how did you do 
this, what was the consequence?  
 Do you have any plans or hopes for the future (near and far off)? Why do you have 
such ideas? 
 
For focus groups  
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 How do you lead your daily life?  
 What do you think about yourself and your current life? 
 
For caregivers/ parents 
1. Basic information about the family 
Family members, routines, income and living expenses 
2. Migration  
Decision making process 
Time, destination, job and income 
Connection with the family 
The impact on the family (especially the child) 
3. Children 
Living arrangements of the child 
The way of parenting  
Expectation with regards to the child 
   Feelings over the experience of looking after the child 
 
For ban zhuren 
1. The whole class 
 Characteristics of students in general 
 General features of students’ family 
 The way of doing teaching and management work 
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 Challenges in dealing with the students in this class 
2. Left-behind children  
 Characteristics of left-behind children in general 
 General features of left-behind students’ family 
 
For School Administrators 
1. General information about the school 
 Facilities and staff  
 Students’ general characteristics  
 Major events in the recent years 
2. Left-behind children 
 Estimate scale of left-behind children 
 General characteristics of left-behind children 
 (if any) Specific policies or strategies about left-behind children 
 
For government officials   
1. The socioeconomic environment of Fugui 
2. The situation of out migration 
3. The influence of migration on left-behind children  
4. (if any) Specific policies or strategies about left-behind children 
 149 
 
Appendix 3. Informed Consent Form (for adults) 
A Brief Introduction of Research 
In recent years, the children of rural to urban migrants have aroused widespread concern 
in society and attracted the attention of central and local governments. Yet, the extant 
research has not sufficiently addressed this issue. Therefore, I am based in Yucai School 
to conduct a study to capture these children’s experiences of parental migration.  
My name is Lina Xiao, a PhD student from the University of Bath, UK, and this study 
is carried out to collect the data for my thesis. Therefore, the information you give in 
the interview will be used as a source of information for my thesis, and other 
publications pertaining to this research in the future.  
My fieldwork for this research will last for about two semesters, and I hope to interview 
you regarding the general situation of Fugui and the influence of out migration (for 
government officials) / the general situation of the school and students, especially those 
with a migrant parent(s) (for school administrator) / the general situation of the 
students in your class, especially those with a migrant parent(s) (for ban zhuren) / the 
situation of your family and children (for parents or caregivers)1  
The interview will last for about 30-60 minutes and I will record our conservation if 
you agree with this arrangement. All data will be only used for research and your 
information will be kept strictly confidential as well as being used anonymously--
unless the risk of harm or a crime come to light. Whenever I present my data, 
pseudonyms will be used to replace the name of yourself, anyone you mention, and the 
villages and school.   
You have the right to decline my request or quit the interview at any time. You can also 
refuse to answer any questions that you do not want to. If you would like to be 
interviewed, please fill in the following consent slip and please feel free to contact me 
                                                     
1 These different contents for different types of participant are used separately in a specific consent letter for each 
kind of role. Here they are combined together to avoid repetition. 
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directly if you have any questions. My cell phone number is 139-7373-****, and E-
mail is lx***@bath.ac.uk. 
Thanks for your participation! 
 
The researcher: Lina Xiao 
Ph.D. Student, Department of Social and Policy Sciences, University of Bath, UK 
～～～～～～～～～ 
Consent Form 
I have read the introduction above, and agree to participate in this research project. 
Prior to providing your signature, please read the following and ring your response: 
 I know I have the right to quit this research at any time. YES         NO 
 I agree to the interview being recorded. YES         NO 
 
Signature                                     Date _________________ 
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Appendix 4. Informed Consent Form (for children) 
Hi！My dear fellow! 
I am Lina Xiao, a Ph.D. student from the University of Bath in the UK now. I came here 
to do a research concerning children’s experiences with parental migration. I would like 
to explore with you: how do you lead your life, how do you view your life, how do you 
deal with the challenges in your life, and what are your aspirations for the future. I 
genuinely want to learn about your own perspectives (It’s not about how the adults judge 
you!) 
Yes! The aim of my research is to have you speak out using your own voices. So 
remember, this is not my own research; this is our joint research! 
Thus, as a matter of fact, I want to invite you to join in this research as a partner (Yes, 
we are equal partners!). The research will take the form of an interview, that is, the two 
of us or a few people together will exchange ideas and discuss the topics mentioned 
above. The interview will take about 30-60 minutes each time, and you can decide the 
specific time and place to do it. If you agree, I want to record our conservation. In 
addition, I would be very glad if you want to contact with me via QQ [the most popular 
instant messenger in China like MSN], cell phone or e-mail, or share ideas with me 
anything you write down. Besides, in order to know more about you, I hope to have a 
chance to interview your parents, caregivers, or anyone you think is important to you. 
Lastly, I want to assure you that anything you tell me will only be used for research and 
absolutely be kept as confidential. Your name will be replaced with a pseudonym in all 
my research records and dissertations. I will never disclose any information about you 
to any other people, including teachers, parents, and classmates, unless the information 
you give me involves harm or a crime. 
You have the right to say no to my request or quit the interview at any time. You can 
also refuse to answer any questions that you do not want to. If you would like to 
participate in this research, please fill in the following consent form. If you feel 
depressed or sad in the interview process, or you need others’ comfort, please tell me at 
the time. I can help you make contact with teachers, parents or other people you want 
to find. In any case, please feel free to contact me if you have any further questions. My 
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cell phone number is 139-7373-****, QQ: 1615441***, and my E-mail is 
lx***@bath.ac.uk 
Thanks for your participation! 
 
The researcher: Lina Xiao 
Ph.D. Student, Department of Social and Policy Sciences, University of Bath, UK 
～～～～～～～～～ 
Consent Form 
I have read the introduction above, and agree to participate in this children’s research 
project. 
Prior to providing your signature, please read the following and ring your response: 
 I know I can say no to this research at any time. YES       NO 
 If I feel depressed or sad, I will let the researcher know YES       NO 
 I agree to the interview being recorded. YES       NO 
 I approve of Lina interviewing my_______ (parents or 
caregivers). 
YES       NO 
 I also want Lina to interview__________(significant others)  
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